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Applying Granovetter’s theoretical framework on the strength of weak ties, this thesis 
examines how ethnic inequality in the Singaporean labour market has been formed 
due to deficits in weak ties, specifically in ethnic minorities. Accordingly, using the 
World Values Survey (WVS) data set on Singapore in 2002, my first objective is to 
document categorical differences among ethnic groups in terms of their 
socioeconomic status. I will show that these differences correspond with variations in 
their frequency of interaction with weak ties and their membership in social 
organizations. By employing correlation and multinomial regression analyses, my 
second aim is to test the impact of weak ties in achieving occupational success and 
whether it varies across ethnic groups. I maintain that weak ties matter significantly 
after controlling for human capital and assist in explicating the variations in status 
attainment process among ethnic groups in Singapore. Succinctly, this essay 
demonstrates the close correspondence between the access to weak ties and ethnic 
inequalities in the labour market. Hence, this paper would be of interest to scholars 
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1.1 The Research Statement 
The concept of social capital has undoubtedly attracted comprehensive 
academic discussion on how it can facilitate or constrain economic actions (Bourdieu, 
1986; Burt, 2005; Coleman, 1988; Granovetter, 1995; Lin, 2001; Lin and Ao, 2008; 
Portes and Sensenbrenner, 2005). In particular, Granovetter‘s (1995) seminal work 
argued that an informal way people find jobs is based on information that they secure 
from personal contacts (1995). These contacts are embedded within the social 
structure and provide particular types of information for job opportunities (ibid: 56). 
Extending this, Lin (2001) proposed that access and mobilization of social resources 
are to a large extent affected by individual network composition and its structural 
location in the social hierarchy.  
Although numerous studies have shown the positive and strong correlation 
between social capital — social resources embedded in social relations following 
Lin‘s definition (2001) — and status attainment both of which are significantly related 
to socioeconomic inequalities among social groups by race, ethnicity and gender 
(Granovetter, 1995; Lin, 1999; Lin and Ao, 2008), Singapore lacks such empirical 
research except a few studies (e.g., Bian and Ang, 1997; Chua, 2007; Chua, 2010). 
Instead, studies on socioeconomic inequality among ethnic minorities in Singapore 
have been largely guided by human capital theory (Chang, 2002; Chiew, 1977; Clark 
and Pang, 1970; Ho and Chia, 2006; Ko, 1991).  
This trend seems to be in conjunction with the Singaporean meritocratic state 
emphasizing the prominent link between education and social mobility and the 
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importance in investing in education to improve one‘s labour market outcome and 
simultaneously one‘s socioeconomic position (Chan, 2002; Chua, 2007; Gopinathan, 
1991; Tan, 2007). To illustrate the state‘s position, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 
affirmed in a recent interview that: 
 
 “The whole of our system is founded on a basic concept of 
meritocracy. You are where you are because you are the best man for 
the job and not because of your connections or your parents or your 
relatives.” 




)   
 
By privileging merit over social connections, he emphasized skills and 
education as the most important factors that determine one‘s social standing in 
Singapore. Simultaneously, this stand provides the state with an effective and 
convincing explanation for ethnic inequalities in the labour market. This is best 
demonstrated by the swift response by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the report by 
the United Nations Special Rapporteur, Mr Githu Muigai, which insinuated that 
―prejudices and negative stereotypes faced by the Indian and Malay communities in 
the field of employment‖ had an impact on their underrepresentation, especially the 
Malays, in senior positions: 
  
“The principle of meritocracy is the basis of Singapore's success and 
will continue to serve as the core value of our society...[and that] the 
Malays disapprove of any affirmative action policy because the Malay 
community has a deep sense of pride in its own ability to achieve 
steady progress under the national system of meritocracy.”2 
 
 
The strong emphasis on the Malays‘ belief in the system of meritocracy and 
multiracialism which stresses equal treatment of all races alludes to the idea that there 
                                                          
1
 http://www.charlierose.com/download/transcript/10963, Retrieved on 30
th
 September 2010 
2
 http://app.mfa.gov.sg/2006/press/view_press.asp?post_id=6002, Retrieved on 3
rd
 October 2010 
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exists no other way to achieve progress and better socioeconomic status except by 
merit. Merit is measured by doing well in national examinations because it is 
indicative of skills. Correspondingly, this results in a highly structured labour market 
that stresses meritocratic recruitment and economic rewards that are based on 
educational qualifications (Chua, 2007). 
Yet, some scholars have noted that economic returns to education are 
unequally distributed among social groups. For instance, Ko (1991) found variations 
in correlations between education and first job status among males and females. Apart 
from differential returns by gender groups, others have ascertained that the Chinese-
educated earned significantly lesser than the English-educated, while the Malay and 
Tamil educated earn even lesser (Clark and Pang, 1970; Chiew, 1977; Gopinathan, 
1998). Put simply, other factors aside from education could account for these patterns 
of differential returns from education, thus affecting the socioeconomic gap between 
social groups in Singapore. 
Social capital — or more precisely, social networks — analysis attempts to 
address this. Focusing on the Chinese community in Singapore, Bian and Ang (1997) 
ascertained that the Chinese used guanxi networks to obtain both information and 
influence from social contacts that help in job mobility. Similarly, Chua (2011) also 
found that the Chinese are more likely than Malays and Indians to use contacts and 
attributed it to a combination of Chinese culture and their active involvement in the 
private sector which is network-intensive. This is in line with Burt‘s (2001) 
suggestion that better connected people enjoy higher returns because social 
connections ―complements‖ educational qualifications and creates a ―competitive 
advantage‖ for certain individuals or groups (2001: 32).  
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These studies seem to indicate that even in a highly structured Singaporean 
labour market, social connections remain significant for the Chinese in providing job 
information and influence. Presently, there is no research that attempt to compare the 
effects of social networks among the other ethnic groups. Indeed, in this thesis, I 
maintain that social networks matter significantly after controlling for human capital 
and assist in explicating the variations in status attainment process among ethnic 
groups in Singapore.  
 
1.2 Literature Review 
1.2.1 Ethnic Inequalities in the Singaporean Labour Market 
One of the most debated variants of socioeconomic inequality and labour 
market stratification is that involving different ethnic groups. Many studies have 
shown that ethnic minorities tend to be disproportionately concentrated in lower 
socioeconomic status (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2007; Bonacich, 1975; Carlson, 
1992; Portes and Sensenbrenner, 2005; Sandefur and Pahari, 1989; Waters and 
Eschbach, 1995).  
In the context of Singapore, multiracialism is the central component in its 
ideological basis of nationhood which accords equal status to her founding races — 
Chinese, Malay, Indian and ‗Others‘ (Benjamin, 1976; Hill and Lian, 1994). Despite 
this, there persists an enduring socioeconomic disparity between the Chinese majority 
and the ethnic minorities. The ethnic minorities, especially the Malays, are largely 
concentrated in the working class and the lower rungs of the occupational ladder 
(Bedlington, 1974; Chiew, 1991; Ko, 2002; Lee, 2006a; Li, 1989; Lily, 1998). These 
claims are not unfounded as statistics from the Department of Statistics confirm that 
the percentage of Malays working as production workers, cleaners and labours in 
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2005 is 36.9%, compared to only 21.8% and 20.5% for the Chinese and Indians 
respectively (General Household Survey 2005). Lee‘s (2006b) comprehensive 
historical analysis (1957 to 1995) also detailed the continued persistence of Malays in 
lower skilled employment and the increasing gap between the Chinese and Malays 
among the professional and administrative elite (2006b: 186-7). These studies posit 
that in terms of socioeconomic standing, the Malays are said to occupy the lowest 
position in the Singaporean economy (Chiew, 1991; Pang, 1975).  
Most studies tend to compare socioeconomic differences between the Malays 
and the Chinese because the ―divide is ostensibly more salient today‖ (Lee, 2006a: 
14) and as a result, exclude the Indians from such ethnic stratification analyses. Yet, 
the Indian community itself is undoubtedly intriguing as it is very diverse and 
comprise of many sub-communities and sub-linguistic groups which have migrated 
from different parts of India (Arumugam, 2002). Some sub-communities have 
historically been involved in manual labour while other sub-communities figured 
prominently in entrepreneurial activities, family businesses, trade, commerce and 
small scale enterprise (Sandhu, 1993; Dorairajoo, 1994). In recent times, however, 
there is an increasing number of Indians in the education, medicine, law and 
government sectors. This shift in occupational patterns has been attributed to the 
higher educational achievements of the Indians as a group (Walker, 1994). 
Finally, everyone else who does not fit into the three charter communities are 
referred to as ‗Others‘ (Hill and Lian, 1994: 103). Many scholars associate the 
Eurasian community as ‗Others‘ and argued that historically, they have enjoyed high 
socioeconomic positions relative to the Asian communities (Pereira, 2006). After 
independence in 1965, the Eurasians were unable to fit into the Singapore‘s CMIO 
multiracial model (Willis, 1983). Despite not having a distinct ethnic identity (Braga-
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Blake, 1992; Pereira, 2006; Willis, 1983), many in the Eurasian community still 
remained in high socioeconomic positions and have also recently enjoyed political, 
economic and social advantages as a result of its active participation in civic life in 
Singapore (Pereira, 2006). 
 
Chart 1:  
Proportion of Ethnic Groups in Professional, Managerial 






1970 1980 1990 2000 2005
Chinese Malay Indian Others
 
Source: Census of Population, 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000 and General Household Survey 2005 
 
Evidently, the socioeconomic performances of the ethnic groups have created 
a hierarchy in Singapore society. Focusing on the professionals, managerial and 
technical occupational category from 1970 to 2005 (Chart 1), the Others are well 
ahead than the other ethnic groups. The Chinese majority have steadily increased their 
socioeconomic standing with the Indians very close behind. Although state leaders 
and media reports continuously applaud the efforts of the progress of the Malay 
community, the Malays‘ improvements are not enough relative to the other ethnic 
groups and thereby have the lowest representation in white-collared occupations 
(Suriani, 2004). In order to explicate the variations of occupational achievements 
among the ethnic groups, research studies have focused on two causal mechanisms — 




1.2.2 Meritocracy and the Human Capital Explanation  
Meritocracy is considered a fair system to select the ablest because it provides 
equal opportunities for all (Brint, 1998: 183). This sits comfortably with the ideology 
of multiracialism where each person is assumed to have the ―ability to advance not 
because of race, family or sex but rather solely on the basis of achievement, merit 
and hard work‖ (Betts, 1975: 139). In line with this, the Singaporean state constantly 
reiterates the important role of education in promoting social change. Education not 
only increases the number of highly educated individuals with the expertise of 
leading the economy, but also equips members of the underprivileged groups with 
the requisite qualifications for upward mobility (Chang, 2002: 148). Indeed, human 
capital theorists in Singapore corroborate that investment in education greatly assists 
the status attainment of individuals (Chang, 2002; Chiew, 1977; Clark and Pang, 
1970; Ho and Chia, 2006; Ko, 1991).  
The central tenet is that people invest in formal education, job experience and 
training to attain higher rates of socioeconomic returns (Becker, 1964; Berg, 2003; 
Collins, 1979; Schultz, 1961). Hence, this ―tightening bond between education and 
jobs imply that differences in the investment in human capital lead to differences in 
socioeconomic outcomes‖ (Tyler, 1977: 35).  
Following this line of argument, the Singapore meritocratic state extensively 
relies on the human capital explanation for ethnic inequalities. Echoing the state‘s 
viewpoint, Singaporean scholars have argued that the low educational attainment of 
the Malays resulted in them being concentrated in service and clerical work or blue-
collared occupations (Alatas, 2002; Aljunied, 1980; Chen, 1973; Djamour, 1964; Lee, 
2006; Tham, 1988). In comparison, a greater percentage of Chinese and Indians are 
employed in the professional and administrative sectors due to their higher 
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educational achievements (Chiew, 1991; Pang, 1975; Walker, 1994). These studies 
are corroborated by census data between 1970 and 2005 which showcase these 
educational trends. 
 
Chart 2:  







1970 1980 1990 2000 2005
Chinese Malay Indian Others
 
Source: Census of Population 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000 and General Household Survey 2005 
 
Notwithstanding the strong correspondence between educational and 
occupational patterns, the main criticism about human capital theory is the assumption 
of the equality of opportunity (Bowles and Gintis, 1976). The theory assumes that 
everyone can invest and acquire human capital but in a heterogeneous society, there 
exist different opportunities or motivations in the acquisition or non-acquisition of 
human capital (Lin, 2001: 10). Hence, the human capital explanation does not 
consider these differential opportunities. Instead, it provides a compelling excuse that 
those who are at the top are there because of their talent and skills, while those who 
do not make it did not put in enough effort.  
Second, it appears as if the link between education and economic rewards 
benefits everyone. From a structuralist-functionalist standpoint, the distribution of 
income is justified based on the superior contribution of the more able or better 
educated individual (Davis and Moore, 1945). However, some scholars point to 
discriminatory practices on ethnic minorities as an explanation for labour market 
9 
 
discrepancies. For instance, Lai (1995) described how discrimination in recruitment 
and promotion of jobs are based on colour (especially for Indians), language 
(preference for knowledge of Mandarin) and stereotypes (Malays are lazy, Indians are 
untrustworthy but Chinese are hard-working). Ethnographic studies on the Malays 
also showed that Malay employment patterns were ―skewed to low-skilled categories‖ 
due to ―glass ceilings‖ and the lack of opportunities especially in the private sector 
(Aljunied, 1980: 94; Li, 1989: 108). These practices are antithetical to the state‘s 
commitment to meritocracy and equal opportunities (Lily, 1998: 60). 
Pertinently, these two criticisms have implications on the practice of 
meritocracy. Meritocracy does not work as it should because one‘s ethnic origins or 
family background interferes with the social mobility of individuals. Thus, the human 
capital explanation cannot solely account for the occupational differentiation between 
ethnic groups. Rather, the individual‘s social origins and the family must be 
considered as well.  
 
1.2.3 Family and the Status Attainment Model 
The status attainment model pioneered by Blau and Duncan (1967) 
emphasized that an individual‘s social origin affects his occupational achievement, 
independently from his education and first job status (1967: 402-403, emphasis mine). 
Numerous studies within this research tradition highlighted ―family-based‖ factors 
that affect individual accomplishments such as family background (Jencks et al, 
1972), parents‘ educational attainment (Lillard and Willis, 1994), parental income and 
behaviour (Bowles and Gintis, 2002), investments in children‘s education 
(Goldschneider and Goldschneider, 1991) and social psychological traits of parents 
(Kohn, 1996; Osbourne, 2005; Sewell and Hauser, 1992). In sum, these works 
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emphasized the family‘s fundamental role in shaping individual achievements 
(Bowles, 1972; Couch and Dunn, 1997; Duncan et al, 1998; Eide and Showalter, 
1999; Levine and Mazumder, 2007). 
Similarly, in Singapore, many scholars echo the state‘s emphasis on the 
importance of the family in determining one‘s status attainment. Some scholars 
focused on cultural attributes of families to explicate the low achievement among the 
Malays relative to the Chinese. For example, Chinese parents exert a stronger moral 
pressure on children to succeed because of the sacrifice made for them and the 
expectation of future financial return on investment (Lai, 1995: 157). As a result, the 
Chinese possess a higher level of need for achievement compared to the Malays 
(Chiew, 1990; Chin, 1997; Yang Razali, 1980). Additionally, other studies blame the 
Malay family for providing poor socialization and insufficient investment and effort 
in their children (Haffidz et al, 1995; Li, 1989; Lily, 1998; Zoohri, 1990).  
Nonetheless, Lai (1995) cautioned that these cultural attributes should not be 
exaggerated but should take into account class positions of the parents regardless of 
their ethnicity (1995: 158). For instance, some studies indicate that parents‘ 
educational qualifications are closely related with children‘s education (Quah, 1991: 
63; Quah, Sharp and Heng, 1997: 326; Tan, 1997: 287). Ko (1991: 224) found that 
father‘s education and occupation and mother‘s education account for 22% and 20% 
of variance respectively in children‘s achievements in Singapore. This is because 
children with educated parents would be more familiar with cultural practices that 
would give them an added advantage in examinations (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). 
Accordingly, they are deemed as compatible for high positions in the labour market. 
Since the Malays as a group are largely from low educated and low income families 
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compared to the other ethnic groups, they lack the cultural capital to succeed 
(Mastura, 2010).  
While conceding the strong connection between family background and 
occupational status, I have two criticisms. First, the status attainment model assumes 
that achievement is determined by individual attributes and propensities (Bowles and 
Gintis, 2002; Leibowitz, 1973). Without considering structural factors (Blau, 1992; 
Ko, 2002; Savage and Egerton, 1997), the model is unable to elucidate the mobility 
traits of different social groups and their corresponding patterns of mobility 
possibilities (Borjas, 1992).  
Second, premised on the statistical correspondence, the model presupposes 
direct causality between social origin and achieved status. While the model shows if 
there is any significant effect of social origin on status attainment after controlling for 
other confounders, it lacks the necessary mechanisms to tell us how and why these 
processes are related (Lee, 2006). Succinctly, Stinchcombe (1978) asserted that: 
 
“Duncan regarded the father’s achievement only as related to the 
biography (or status attainment) of sons to explain status mobility. 
This tradition has however given a very queer tone to mobility 
literature, since it deliberately starts off by talking as if people 
promoted themselves instead of being promoted by employers or as if 
failure and success in self-employment depended on fathers rather 
than success in the modern market.” (cited in Tilly, 1998: 32) 
 
I do not deny the significance of family background and education in 
determining labour market outcomes. However, as Stinchcombe (1978) emphasized, 
occupational success is not dependent on ascribed resources but on individuals‘ 
actions and their social relations with their employers. Expanding the status 
attainment model, a new research tradition had emerged which centred upon the 
effects of social capital on attained statuses and instrumental actions: 
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“The principal position is that social capital exerts an important and 
significant effect beyond that accounted for by personal resources. 
[This has] considerably expanded the intellectual horizon of 
sociological analysis in status attainment, and thus in social 
stratification and social mobility.”(Lin, 2001: 79, emphasis mine)  
 
Indeed, I maintain that social capital and social networks research adds a new 
dimension by providing a ―contextual complement‖ to education and family 
background (Burt, 2000). By focusing on the structure of social relations, this 
approach helps to yield new insights in describing why certain people, or certain 
groups of people, perform better than others and hence, could assist in understanding 
the socioeconomic variations among ethnic groups in Singapore. 
 
1.3 Social Capital Framework 
1.3.1 Usefulness of Social Capital in Status Attainment 
Addressing this critical issue, research done by social capital theorists on 
issues of social mobility revolve around the theme of embeddedness of economic 
action (Granovetter, 1985). Economic action, such as finding a job, is embedded 
within the social structure an individual is in. It is this very structure that certain 
people are earmarked for certain types of information which predisposed them to 
certain kinds of occupations (Granovetter, 1995: 56).  
This means that social capital researchers move away from looking at 
individual attributes, instead focus on the structures of social relations and its impact 
on individuals‘ outcomes. Based on Lin‘s (2001) definition, social capital refers to 
social resources embedded in social networks and the social structure in which the 
individual is a member of. Accordingly, these embedded resources enhance 
socioeconomic outcomes by facilitating the flow of information about opportunities 
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and choices otherwise not available and exerting influence on the individual to make a 
particular decision or outcome (ibid: 20). Thus, the theory of social capital gives 
primacy to ―the propensity to act‖ so as to gain access and mobilize available social 
resources based on the individuals‘ position in their social structure and social 
network (ibid: 53)   
 A consequence of this proposition is that the ―structural opportunity‖ for 
accessing better social resources is much better for those whose initial social positions 
are relatively high and is not as good for those whose initial positions are 
comparatively lower (Lin, 1982: 134). This begs the question if there is a mechanism 
which provides opportunities for low status individuals to attain better social 
resources. The concept of weak ties offers clues on how actions undertaken by 
members of low status groups could be instrumentally useful in improving social 
mobility outcomes.  
  
1.3.2 The Strength of Weak Ties 
Granovetter (1995) argued that using weak ties, or ties outside their immediate 
social groups, are useful in the labour market. Weak ties link individuals to other 
social circles which place them in ―strategic positions‖ to gain access to job 
information otherwise not available in their innate networks structurally constrained 
by homophily principle in social relations (McPherson, Smith-Lovin and Cook, 
2001). I had explained in the previous section that social capital and weak ties are 
positively related to initial high status positions that can be borne out of privileged 
family backgrounds and educational credentials.  This is because a person with high 
initial positions is likely to have social connections with others in similar positions 
and these social connections have their own networks. Correspondingly, these indirect 
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connections further increase the individual‘s access to more highly-valued resources 
(Lin, 2001: 65). Nonetheless, I maintain that having weak ties is also a significant 
mechanism for members of less advantaged groups to increase their chances of 
occupational success as well. 
 Many researchers have corroborated that family members and friends 
represent strong ties whereas acquaintances, neighbours and work colleagues are 
considered weak ties (Granovetter, 1974; Lin, Ensel and Vaughn, 1981; Mardsen and 
Campbell, 1984; Lin and Dumin, 1986; Mardsen and Hulbert, 1988; Boxman, De 
Graaf and Flap, 1991; Wegener, 1991). Strong ties are most useful for socio-
emotional support or expressive action (Fischer, 1982). Dense networks are also 
useful for preserving and maintaining certain kinds of resources, especially for the 
privileged classes (Lin, 2001: 27). In addition, Granovetter (1995) also highlighted 
that people, especially those from the low-income class or those under time pressure, 
tend to turn to their strong ties for job information and advice (1995: 52). However, 
numerous studies have shown how (1) the access to and (2) the use of weak ties help 
in labour market outcomes.  
Lin and Dumin (1986) pointed out that it is relevant to know what social 
resources and social ties people have access to, regardless of whether they use them or 
not. This subject matter has been greatly researched in many countries such as the 
United States, Canada, China, Taiwan, Germany and the Netherlands (Erikson, 1995; 
Lai, Lin and Leung, 1998; Lin and Dumin, 1986; Moerbeek and Flap, 2008; Volker 
and Flap, 1999). For instance, Moerbeek and Flap (2008) found that the greater the 
access to social resources will lead to a greater possibility of mobilizing the social 
contacts. This is because access to diverse resources in one‘s networks enhanced the 
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opportunities to locate information and influence useful for promotion and bonuses 
(Burt, 1992, 1997). 
Here, scholars have various views. On the one hand, some have postulated that 
only those in high status positions benefit more from access to weak ties. Campbell, 
Marsden and Hurlbert (1986) found that high status persons have networks that are 
less closely-knit, further demonstrating the wider range of networks available to those 
well positioned in the social hierarchy. Likewise, Wegener (1991) found that the 
strength of weak ties theory is only valid for individuals in high social strata. On the 
other hand, those who are high in the hierarchy do not have much room to move up by 
the help of social networks due to a ceiling effect (Ensel, 1979; Lin and Dumin, 1986; 
Lin, Vaughn and Ensel, 1981). As such, a low status individual‘s weak ties should 
provide better resources than what his strong ties can provide which then implies that 
the lower the initial position, the greater the effect of weak ties on status outcome (Lin 
and Dumin, 1986: 367).    
The main limitation of these studies is the assumption that access will 
ultimately lead to the use of weak ties. Hence, another line of research focuses on the 
actual mobilization of weak ties and their embedded social resources. The first 
empirical study on mobilized social capital model was conducted by Lin, Ensel and 
Vaughn (1981). It affirmed that contact status wielded effects on attained status 
beyond and after controlling for parental status and education. Within the context of a 
firm, Boxman, De Graaf and Flap (1991) showed the Dutch managers found their jobs 
more frequently and attained higher incomes if they used their social contacts (1991: 
69). In a later study of vocational training graduates, Flap and Boxman (1996) 
demonstrated that mobilized social capital affects attained occupational status 
whereas accessed social capital does not. Lai, Lin and Leung (1998) also discovered 
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that the current job status was significantly and directly affected by education and the 
use of contacts, while accessed social capital has an indirect effect on status 
attainment. 
Overall, this section has outlined the strength of weak ties — both accessed 
and mobilized — and how it is positively related to status attainment. However, the 
more pertinent sociological concern is this: Do the effects of weak ties differ for 
different social groups? Given the same level of accessible embedded resources, why 
do some groups mobilize better resources than others and if so, does this have a 
corresponding result in leading to further inequalities in the labour market?  
 
1.3.3 Inequality in Social Capital and Racial/Ethnic Minorities 
Social capital theorists contend that how certain individuals, or certain groups 
of individuals, are better connected than others is a non-random process. Certain 
social groups, by virtue of their race/ethnicity, gender, religion and other socio-
demographic characteristics, are systematically more or less advantaged in gaining 
access to and mobilizing social capital than other groups. Accordingly, this unequal 
access to social capital can lead to further inequalities across the group‘s life chances 
and thus serves as a mechanism in reproducing stratification and socioeconomic 
inequalities.     
Moren-Cross and Lin (2008: 366) elaborate that unequal access to social 
capital is a result of two interacting and underlying principles. First, historical 
exigencies and various forms of institutional discrimination serve to explain why and 
how some groups tend to occupy higher rungs on the socioeconomic ladder (such as 
males or Whites) while other groups are largely located in the lower positions (such as 
women or ethnic minorities). Second, social relations are structurally constrained by 
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the homophily principle (McPherson et al, 2001). As a result, people who are in low 
status positions are more inclined to interact with others who share similar 
characteristics while those in high status locations tend to form networks with others 
from the same social groups. In so doing, labour market stratification is maintained by 
social capital deficit among lower status groups and their lack of access to resource-
rich networks.  
The literature on social capital inequalities extensively covers areas which 
include social networks and gender differences. Women tend to have less social 
resources and fewer work contacts in their informal networks than men because their 
networks are disproportionately composed of family members and neighbours 
(Mardsen, 1987; Campbell, 1988; Beggs and Hulbert, 1998; Erickson, 2004). Within 
work organizations, men are more likely than women to maintain their core networks 
(Ibarra, 1992), while women are excluded from informal socialization (Kanter, 1977). 
As a result, women tend to receive valuable job information much slower compared to 
men. However, McDonald and Elder (2006) posit that even when women do receive 
such information, they do not receive the same socioeconomic payoffs men receive 
(2006: 542). There are possibly two reasons. First, females may hesitate to act on 
them due to perceived lack of resources or second, employers respond differentially to 
females as a result of institutional bias (Lin, 2001: 101). 
Although it is clear that informal networks play an important role in the 
prevalence of gender stratification in the labour market, racial/ethnic divides are 
among the strongest in society (McPherson et al, 2001). Specifically, studies have 
shown that ethnic minorities are disadvantaged in terms of their access to social 
capital compared to the ethnic majority. In the United States, African-Americans and 
Hispanics‘ ties are more homogenous in comparison to Whites (Mardsen, 1988; 
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Moren-Cross and Lin, 2008). Their homogenous ties affect status attainment because 
they lack social ties to people who can help provide valuable employment 
information, influence and opportunities (Wilson, 1987).  
Furthermore, the disadvantaged can choose to partake in strategic actions to 
access resources outside their social circles as a means to gain a better status. Yet, 
entering into certain contexts which have high network closures may not benefit these 
disadvantaged groups (Burt, 1997). Hence, ―social closure‖ could limit the 
socioeconomic payoffs of instrumental actions (Weber cited in Gerth and Mills, 
1974). 
Another strong theme is that regarding return deficits of minorities from 
mobilization of social contacts. Holzer (1987) found that although both Whites and 
Blacks were equally likely to use family and friends contacts, probability of getting 
hired is 50% lower for Blacks. In addition, Korenman and Turner (1996) found that 
using contacts increased the wages for Whites by about 20% but had no statistically 
significant effect for Blacks. A possible reason is that even if Black workers used job 
contacts, the jobs found may still be of poor quality since that is all the contacts could 
provide (Granovetter, 1995; Mouw, 2002).  
In contrast, Smith (2005) offered an alternative explanation. She argued that 
most works concentrate on ―deficiencies in access to mainstream ties and institutions‖ 
to explain persistent joblessness among poor ethnic minorities but overlook the 
―guarantee of activating accessed ties‖ (ibid: 2). In her study, she discovered that 
Blacks who were doing well were unwilling to assist their job-seeking counterparts in 
getting jobs despite having information and the ability to influence hires (ibid: 44). 
This is because these ‗well-to-do‘ Blacks distrusted other Black job-seekers who have 
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poor reputations and may potentially become bad referrals to their workplaces. As a 
result, they fear that their own occupational prospects are being jeopardized (ibid: 46).  
In sum, ethnic minorities who tend to occupy lower socioeconomic positions 
are likely to have ties with those who have similar characteristics and therefore are 
embedded in resource-poor networks. Such networks will have less information 
related to jobs of higher socioeconomic status, relative to their own and 
correspondingly carry less influence on these higher positions. This suggests that for 
ethnic minorities to get ahead, they should try to gain access to high status individuals 
or members of the ethnic majority who are predisposed to be part of network 
compositions that have viable information and wield considerable influence on social 
mobility outcomes. However, it is not so simple. Even if ethnic minorities choose to 
access networks outside their social circles for instrumental purposes, they do not 
receive the same socioeconomic payoffs that members of the ethnic majority receive. 
As a consequence, the social capital deficit specifically in ethnic minorities could 
perpetuate ethnic inequalities in the labour market. 
 
1.4 Expected Contributions 
Lin (1999) emphasized the pressing need to further understand how 
inequalities in social capital is a useful explanatory framework for ―inequalities in 
social stratification‖ and more importantly, how ―mobility and behaviour choices are 
able to [or unable to] overcome such inequalities‖ (1999: 483). Nonetheless, this 
research tradition is lacking in Singapore. Bian and Ang (1997) ascertained the 
usefulness of Guanxi networks in job mobility but their study was limited to the 
Chinese community only. Chua (2011) found that in general, social capital may not be 
helpful in the highly structured Singaporean labour market. He also observed that the 
20 
 
composition of social networks between the different ethnic groups differed but did 
not expand this finding further. As such, these studies imply that social capital could 
independently explicate ethnic stratification Singapore society.  
Accordingly, this thesis has two goals. First, it attempts to explain inequalities 
among all ethnic groups in the Singaporean labour market, particularly utilizing the 
social networks or weak ties approach. Secondly, this thesis seeks to show how social 
networks or weak ties can independently account for variations in occupational 
attainments among ethnic groups in meritocratic Singapore.  
 
1.5 Overview of Chapters 
This thesis will be organized as follows. In Chapter 2, I present a historical 
overview of the Chinese, Malays, Indians and Others from 1819 to 2005 and will 
highlight how occupational patterns and structures of social relations contributed to 
ethnic inequalities in the Singaporean labour market. Chapter 3 will be devoted to 
describing the World Values Survey dataset, stating the propositions to be tested and 
elaborating on the methods used to achieve this. Next, I will show that socioeconomic 
inequality among the ethnic groups corresponds significantly with social network and 
weak ties indicators. I compare means of relevant measures and conduct correlation 
analyses to test this and employ regression models to identify if there are independent 
effects of social networks and weak ties on occupational status (Chapter 4). Finally, in 
Chapter 5, I reiterate the importance and relevance of weak ties on status attainment 








HISTORICAL PATTERNS OF ETHNIC INEQUALITIES  
IN THE SINGAPOREAN LABOUR MARKET 
 
2.1 Introduction 
Aldrich (1982) emphasized that successful social analysis cannot take social 
structures as given; rather it must account for their ―origins and their persistence‖ 
(1982: 282). Accordingly, this chapter will first trace the historical developments that 
contributed to ethnic inequalities in the Singaporean labour market. Primarily, I 
contend that patterns of labour market inequalities among the Chinese, Malays, 
Indians and Others exhibit continuities and discontinuities across two main periods — 
colonial Singapore (1819 – 1959) and Singapore under the People‘s Action Party 
(1959 – present).  
Under colonial rule, the British adopted a divide-and-rule policy in 
administering the expanding immigrants and multiracial communities. Based on the 
racial ideology of perceived inherent differences, the British encouraged residential 
separation, occupational specialization and provision of vernacular education along 
ethnic lines. Such measures affected the foundation of a labour market hierarchy with 
the Europeans and Eurasians dominating the upper echelons, followed by the Chinese 
and Indians while the Malays were largely outside the mainstream economy. When 
the PAP took control in 1959, it stressed equality of opportunities through its twin 
ideologies of meritocracy and multiracialism. In addition, the PAP responded to 
global demands by shifting its focus from entrepot trade to industrialization, 
emphasizing higher education and employing foreign labour. Correspondingly, these 
changes caused the English-educated Eurasians who shared perceived ―racial‖ 
similarities with the British to lose their position of dominance while the very same 
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changes facilitated the rise of the English-educated Chinese. The Indians, especially 
those with English education, were able to make great progress whereas the Malays 
remained at the bottom of the economic ladder. The next few sections will detail why 
and how these ethnic groups were able — or unable — to take advantage of these 
labour market changes.   
 
2.2 Singapore under British Colonial Rule (1819 – 1959) 
2.2.1 The Founding of Modern Singapore: The Origins of a Multiracial Society 
Thomas Stamford Raffles of the East Indian Company (EIC) founded 
Singapore as a British settlement on 30
th
 January 1819 to take advantage of her 
strategic position between the Bengal opium fields and China since the EIC was 
involved in selling opium to the Chinese market. On 6
th
 February 1819, Raffles 
officially signed the Anglo-Malay treaty with Temenggong Abdul Rahman, the Malay 
chief of Singapore, which allowed the British to set up a trading post in Singapore. In 
exchange, the EIC recognized Sultan Hussein as the rightful heir to the throne and 
promised an annual payment of $5,000 and $3,000 to the Sultan and Temenggong 
respectively. This arrangement allowed the EIC to secure the profitable tea and opium 
trades with China (Trocki, 2007: 13). Furthermore, by establishing Singapore as a free 
port, it was able to capitalize on the already widespread commerce among the affluent 
Europeans and Asian merchants inside Southeast Asia (Lee, 2006a: 30).  
The Malays were the indigenous people in Singapore who were ruled by the 
Temenggong. The Temenggong was also a sea lord and under him, the Malays held a 
considerable amount of maritime power and were part of the international and local 
trading networks (Trocki, 2007: 16). However, with the arrival of the British, the 
indigenous Malays were subsequently dispossessed of their traditional commerce, 
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―driven from the seas‖ and remained as humble boatmen and fishermen (ibid: 208). In 
addition, the British resolved to oust the Temenggong and Sultan Hussein by 
withholding their payments. Thus, under financial duress, the Temenggong and Sultan 
Hussein ceded the control of Singapore to the EIC in 1824. Even so, the Malay 
population expanded since Sultan Hussein brought his large entourages from the Riau 
Archipelago to Singapore (Lee, 2006a: 35).  Further, other Malays from Malacca, 
Sumatra and the Riau Archipelago continued to migrate to Singapore, mostly working 
as subsistence farmers and woodcutters (Turnbull, 1989: 37). 
 During the same period, a diverse group of migrants started to settle in 
Singapore and this constituted the beginnings of a multiracial society. The first 
Europeans were made up of British officials of the EIC and private Western 
merchants whose large trading capital was based on shipment from Western 
industrialists and the profitable but illicit opium commerce with China (Trocki, 1990: 
50-1).  
A significant social group that moved to Singapore was the Straits Chinese or 
Babas, who were originally Hokkiens and wedded local women in the Malay 
Archipelago and the Malay Peninsula (Trocki, 1990: 3-4). Some Babas, especially 
those from Malacca, had received some formal English-medium education at the local 
Anglo-Chinese College. Many other Babas had been clerical workers at the European 
agency houses (Song, 1967: 31). Since they were familiar with the culture and 
language of the region, the British would ask the Babas to perform the role of 
intermediaries and compradors in their dealings with the indigenous people (Wong, 
1960: 83-4; Rudolph, 1998: 104). 
 Next were the Chinese pepper and gambier planters. These Chinese labourers, 
who were mostly Teochews, would then organize themselves into kongsis which were 
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also known as secret societies (Trocki, 1990: 43). The kangchu, considered the head 
of the kongsi, worked closely with the taukeh, or the shopkeeper, who provided the 
initial capital and owned warehouses in the commercial centre of Singapore. Being in 
the immediate locale of the trading centre, these taukehs then worked in close 
proximity to the Baba compradors and Western agency houses (ibid: 4). Meanwhile, 
the Cantonese, Hainanese, Hakkas and Henghuas migrated much later and came to 
work as labourers, coolies or artisans.  
 Another ethnic community to settle down in Singapore was the Indians. 
Initially, they comprised the Bengali domestic servants and garrison troops as part of 
the British contingent and Tamil Muslim merchants (Lal et al, 2006: 177). The Anglo-
Dutch Treaty (1824) secured the British position in Singapore and ceded her control 
of Bencoolen — a British penal colony for Indian convicts — to the Dutch in 
exchange for Malacca. This led to Singapore being established as a convict detention 
facility (ibid). While serving their sentences, these convicts worked in public works 
and construction (Sandhu, 1993: 774). The expansion of port and growth of 
plantations resulted in large-scale South Indian migration which became a source of 
cheap labour for the Europeans (Lal et al, 2006: 177). By the middle of the 19
th
 
century, the Indian presence extended beyond labour with the expansion of the 
merchant community among the Sikhs, Punjabis, Gujeratis, Parsis and Tamil Muslims 
(Latif, 2008: 552). 
 In all, these migration patterns had altered the demographic structure of 
Singapore society. When Raffles first landed in Singapore in January 1819, Singapore 
had approximately 1,000 inhabitants made up of the indigenous Malays, also known 
as orang laut or sea nomads, the Temenggong‘s followers and a small number of 
Chinese (Turnbull, 1989: 5). With Singapore being established as a trading hub, she 
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soon became a cosmopolitan town. By 1821, the population grew to about 5,000 
inhabitants of whom nearly 3,000 were Malays, more than 1,000 Chinese and about 
500 Bugis, Indians, Arabs, Armenians, Europeans, Eurasians and other minority 
groups (ibid: 12). By 1860, it numbered 81,000 with the Chinese constituting 65% of 
the population. The Indians became Singapore‘s second largest community while the 
Malays fell to third place (ibid, 1989: 36-7). Thus, in order to administer the rapidly 
expanding settlement on a ―shoe-string budget‖ (ibid: 15), the EIC separated the 
population according to their languages and customs alongside their positions in the 
division of labour (Castells et al, 1990: 211; Lee, 2006a: 35).   
 
2.2.2 The Divide-and-Rule Policy of the British: Residential Separation and 
Differential Treatments 
 
Under the Raffles Town Plan (1822), the Chinese trading and Indian labour 
communities were ―assigned river frontage near the commercial core‖ (Teo and 
Savage, 1991: 316-7). Since the Chinese were predicted to form the majority of future 
town dwellers, Raffles allocated to Chinatown the whole area west of the river 
adjoining the commercial quarter to be divided among the various dialect groups 
while the lower classes of Indians were allotted land further up-river (Turnbull, 1989: 
20).  
Furthermore, the Rochore plain east of the government quarter was reserved as 
a residential area for affluent Europeans and Asians. The Arabs were allotted the 
section that bordered Sultan Hussein‘s Kampung Glam, a 50-acre village site reserved 
for the Sultan‘s followers, while the Bugis were pushed further east (ibid). Finally, the 
Temenggong and his followers were forced to move west to Teluk Belanga to clear 
the area for commerce, while the Malay fishing population was allowed to expand 
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along the coast (Teo and Savage, 1991). As for the farmers, they settled on the 
northern edges, away from the commercial centre (Yeoh, 2003: 45).  
 
Figure 1:  
Singapore Town Plan (1822) 
 
Source:  Singapore Landscape: A Historical Overview of Housing Image (Teo and Savage, 1991: 316) 
 
While the divide-and-rule policy through the segregation of ethnic settlements 
was aimed at minimizing administration costs, it appeared that the spatial locations of 
the ethnic groups in relation to the commercial core also reflected the British 
perceptions of their importance to Singapore‘s economy. These ideas then became an 
ideological basis for legitimizing inequalities, emphasizing the distinct role of each 
racial group in colonial society and eventually guiding the practice of colonialism 
(ibid: 355). 
 Furthermore, the British held racial stereotypes about the different ethnic 
groups. The Chinese were seen as greedy but very determined and hardworking. As 
such, the colonial rulers developed a sense of dislike and hostile admiration for the 
Chinese (Hirschman, 1986: 346). The Malays were described to be not ambitious, 
pleasure-loving, idle and lazy (ibid). This negative stereotype of the lazy native 
justified their exclusion from the economy and the need to preserve their traditional 
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society (Alatas, 1977). The dominant view of the Indians was that they were a source 
of cheap and docile labour (Hirschman, 1986: 346). Pertaining to the British and 
Europeans, they saw themselves as superior to the Asians not just economically but 
also as possessing capabilities to bring progress and advancement (ibid). These 
perceptions guided the way the colonial rulers treated each ethnic group.  
Here, it is necessary to recall that the EIC acquired Singapore solely for 
commercial purposes. Apart from the need to produce a small number of literate local 
staff for business or administrative work, the EIC saw no reason to facilitate the 
development of education for the Asians who were seen as inferior to the Europeans. 
Instead, the EIC was contented to leave early educational initiatives to wealthy 
individuals, who were mostly Chinese businessmen, missionary organizations and the 
local ethnic communities.  
 In sum, under the EIC until 1867, nothing was done to encourage movement 
towards an integrated society (ibid: 353). Furthermore, education was believed to be 
irrelevant and that it was up to the discretion of each ethnic community to provide 
some form of elementary schooling. In Section 2.2.3, I will explain how each ethnic 
group responded to changes in the economy from 1867 onwards. In Section 2.2.4, I 
will show how education became increasingly significant to Singapore‘s economy and 
the provision of education along vernacular lines solidified the occupational niches of 
the various ethnic groups. These patterns helped to create a labour market hierarchy 







2.2.3 The Impact of the Transfer to a Crown Colony for the Ethnic Groups in 
Singapore   
 
Singapore was transferred to a Crown Colony in 1867 in response to Western 
merchants demanding improved administration. The local Chinese populace grew 
rapidly from 55,000 in 1871 to encompass three quarters of the general population by 
1914 (Turnbull, 1989: 95). The Malay population increased dramatically from less 
than 12,000 in 1860 to approximately 36,000 by 1901 (ibid: 96). The Indians, which 
constituted the second largest community in 1860, declined to about 12,000 in 1901 
(ibid). The Europeans, Jews and Arabs continued to expand but remained largely 
minority groups in cosmopolitan Singapore (ibid).  
Apart from an executive and legislative council as well as a judiciary that were 
needed to govern the new modern state, the new government also had to create 
specialized departments to deal with public issues such as education, health and social 
welfare (ibid: 76). This led to the formation of the Straits Civil Service, the precursor 
of the current Singapore Civil Service (Lee, 2006a: 55). With Singapore administered 
formally by the colonial office, her commerce expanded eight-fold from 1867 to 1913 
(Turnbull, 1989: 89). Singapore improved its communications with the introduction of 
telephone and telegraph services (ibid: 90),  upgraded its port facilities and shifted 
from the declining pepper and gambier export to tin, rubber and oil (Huff, 1987: 306). 
To facilitate the increased commerce, Singapore also started to develop its banking 
and finance industries (Lee, 2006a: 67). 
Being the colonial masters, the British monopolized the higher ranks of the 
Civil Service and administrative branches. As for the Eurasians, they were perceived 
as ―partially white‖ and therefore superior to the Asian masses but remained inferior 
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to the Europeans and Americans (ibid: 76). Due to their status, they occupied only 
secondary niches within the colonial bureaucracy.  
With the makeover of the global economy, stabilizing of legal procedures and 
the commencement of banking that provided favourable credit conditions, the 
Western agency houses started diversifying into tin, rubber and shipping industries 
(Huff, 1994: 184; Lee, 2006a: 72; Turnbull, 1989: 90). Since they have established 
good working relations with Baba compradors, both entered into formal partnerships 
and shareholding corporations that accumulated a mass amount of wealth (Lee, 
2006a: 72). In addition, the Babas also set up small family firms and businesses which 
had close links with Malacca and the region. These became the forerunners of big 
family-dominated Chinese commercial empires of the twentieth century (Turnbull, 
1989: 92).  
When the pepper and gambier sector declined, these Hokkien and Teochew 
owners reverted to take advantage of the rubber boom and hence rose to become 
mercantile elites (Lee, 2006a: 71). After the Great Depression, which resulted in the 
collapse of agricultural produce, they began to diversify into banking, finance and 
secondary industries (Turnbull, 1989: 135). 
In light of openings in the subordinate positions of the administration, 
educated Indians — mostly Ceylon Tamils and Malayalis — were brought in from 
India (Lal et al, 2006: 178). Singapore‘s expansion also attracted Sikh, Gujerati and 
Sindhi textile merchants as well as proprietors, shop assistants and mercantile 
accountants (Latif, 2008: 553). In addition, there was a large supply of Indians who 
comprised ex-convicts and largely South Indian indentured labourers who were 
willing to work in developmental projects such as transport and construction work 
(Mani, 1993: 792).  
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Unlike the other ethnic groups, the possibilities for Malay social mobility and 
participation in the economy were minimal due to three reasons. First, the British 
preferred Indian labour because they were perceived to be cheap and docile workers 
(Hirschman, 1986: 347). Second, Chinese and Indian merchants were more inclined to 
hire kinsmen to work in their businesses. Third, the Chinese kinship and clan 
networks controlled various spheres of the urban economy (ibid: 350). As such, a 
significant portion of the Malay community, especially the direct descendents of the 
orang laut, remained within Singapore‘s declining subsistence economy (Turnbull, 
1989: 145). The Indonesian and Malayan immigrants forayed into the wage economy 
but remained employed to a large extent in menial jobs as such as chauffeurs, police, 
sports and recreation and office boys (Djamour, 1965: 5; Kassim, 1974: 37; Lee, 
2006a: 71). Only a very small fraction of English-educated Malays managed to 
become junior officials, journalists, school teachers and merchants (Roff, 1994: 192). 
 
2.2.4 British Provision of Education along Vernacular Lines   
 
 The expansion of the economy and employment opportunities led to an 
increasing demand for education (Turnbull, 1989: 140). However, the colonial 
government maintained a hands-off approach and missionary schools led this 
endeavour (Gopinathan, 1991: 269). Nonetheless, educational policies were enacted 
along vernacular lines, affected by the divide-and-rule policy. To the British, 
education was a mechanism of social maintenance rather than social mobility 
(Stevenson, 1975). These educational policies had implications for the hardening the 
boundaries of occupational sectors for the different ethnic groups.  
The colonial government only got involved in establishing English-medium 
education with the enactment of the Education Code in 1902 (ibid). The expansion of 
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English-medium and professional education led to the gradual emergence of an elite 
group including English-educated but non-Baba Chinese (Lee, 2006a: 92). Although 
they were unable to penetrate into the upper echelons of the Civil Service, 
professional education allowed them the opportunity and mobility to diversify into the 
various professions such as law and medicine (Gopinathan, 1991: 271). A vast 
majority of the population was unable to take advantage of this growth of English-
medium education simply because they could not afford the increasing school fees in 
these educational institutions (Wilson, 1978: 39). As such, these groups would then 
have to participate in the other vernacular streams which would then stratify them into 
the lower levels of the labour market. 
The colonial administration ignored Chinese vernacular education but the 
wealthy Chinese businessmen and their clan associations responded by creating a 
Chinese school system (ibid: 270). Students in these Chinese-medium schools then 
constituted the workforce of these Chinese-educated moguls. However, Chinese-
medium schools started to decline from 43.6% to 33.8% between 1959 and 1967 
because students from the Chinese stream found it difficult to gain employment (ibid: 
275). This corresponded with the expansion of English education from 50.9% to 
58.7% in the same period (ibid).       
Similar to the Chinese, the colonial office paid little attention to Tamil 
education because the Indians were considered immigrants and that establishing 
Tamil-schools was not cost-effective (Erb, 2003: 23). As such, Tamil schools were 
run by Christian missionaries or Tamil associations but did not provide jobs for 
students other than unskilled labourers (Turnbull, 2009: 153). In fact, the population 
of Indians in English schools outnumbered those in the Tamil stream schools. This 
was because not all Indians were Tamil-speaking and thus contributed to their 
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preference for English-medium education as well (Tan, Chow and Goh, 2008: 24). In 
all, this provided the English educated Indians with wider employment opportunities 
and occupational mobility compared to those from the Tamil, Chinese and Malay 
streams (ibid). 
Regarding the Malays, the British believed that education for the Malays 
should be of a ―rural‖ nature and that the English language was irrelevant to them 
(Roff, 1994; Lily, 1998; Lee, 2006b). As such, the public vernacular schools for the 
Malay masses were of poor quality (Turnbull, 1989). In addition, the Malays who 
were by and large Muslims were reluctant to send their children to Christian 
missionary schools which offered English education for fear of religious conversion 
from Islam to Christianity (Roff, 1994). Hence, the poor quality of Malay stream 
schools funded by the British and resultant illiteracy in English dampened the Malays‘ 
employment prospects.  
In a nutshell, the provision of vernacular education by the British further 
enhanced ethnic stratification. English-medium education provided the path towards 
professional eminence, clerical or commercial employment. On the other hand, 
Chinese-medium education confined students to Chinese sectors of Singapore‘s 
economy while Malay and Tamil-medium education offered no prospects for 
advancement (Turnbull, 2009: 130).  
 
2.2.5  Concluding Remarks: The Social Order of Colonial Singapore 
In section 2.2, I had focused on the impact of colonial rule in Singapore 
society. Between 1819 and 1867, the divide-and-rule policy of the British facilitated 
the development of occupational niches of the various ethnic groups. When Singapore 
was transferred to the Crown Colony in 1867, the increasing demands of the economy 
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and the shift to a modern bureaucratic administration created new occupational 
sectors. This change necessitated educational expansion which was previously 
missing (Gopinathan, 1991: 269), as English-speaking professionals were needed to 
manage its bureaucracy (Tan, 1997: 304). 
However, not all ethnic groups were able to take advantage of the expansion 
of English education because they were unable to afford the school fees or were not 
allowed to enter English medium schools. A significant change in the ―Ten Year 
Programme for Education Policy in the Colony of Singapore‖ in 1947 was the 
freedom of all parents to elect admission to English primary schools as opposed to the 
original condition which only allowed children from English-speaking homes to do so 
(Doraisamy, 1969: 47, emphasis mine). This meant that prior to 1947, only the 
children of the English-speaking Babas, Ceylon Tamils and Eurasians could learn 
English and had the opportunity to become anglicized professionals or businessmen 
(Turnbull, 1989: 149). Despite being barred from senior positions in the civil service 
that remained the mainstay of the British, they still gained considerable material 
rewards in professional life and in business (ibid: 150).  
Through kinship networks and clan associations, the Chinese-educated masses 
could gain employment under the auspices of their Chinese moguls who ran the 
rubber, tin and banking industries. On the other hand, the Malays largely remained in 
the subsistence economy and low-wage employment with a small portion of educated 
middle-class Malays who nonetheless were not a part of the British administrative 
machinery. Thus, by the time the British allowed self-governance in 1959, a social 
hierarchy along ethnic lines was in place. Section 2.3 will focus on the changes 




2.3 Singapore under the People’s Action Party (1959 – present) 
2.3.1 The Road to Independence: Merger and Separation  
 Before delving into the policies of the PAP, I shall first briefly describe the 
circumstances under which the PAP attained power and how its experiences with 
merger with Malaysia and separation had an impact on its actions. The capture of 
Singapore by the Japanese forces in the Second World War had humiliated the British 
in Asian eyes (Lau, 1998: 1). After the end of the war in 1945, the British knew that a 
return to the status quo of the old colonial order was impossible. The anti-colonial 
sentiments pre-empted the British to prepare Singapore for self-governance. Three 
main factions surfaced during this period — the pro-British Progressive Party, the 
Labour Front and the PAP. By 1959, the multiracial PAP, led by English-educated 
local elites, emerged as the dominant political force when it won 43 out of 51 seats in 
the Legislative Assembly and thus voted into power (ibid: 9). 
 A year earlier, an all-party delegation to London had successfully gained the 
British approval of independence through merger with Malaysia. Hence, the PAP 
came into power during the period where Britain was largely open to the idea of 
merger and this coincided with the PAP leaders‘ belief that a merger with Malaysia 
could achieve political independence and to guarantee her economic survival 
(Turnbull, 1989: 268). Although the Malaysia-led United Malays National 
Organization (UMNO) was initially resistant to the merger because the Chinese 
majority in Singapore would upset the racial balance of power,  UMNO deemed it 
necessary to hold in check the communist influence in Singapore (ibid: 12). On the 
basis of these reasons, Singapore merged with Malaysia with the agreement of the 
British on 31 August 1963. 
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 However, Singapore‘s brief merger experience with Malaysia was riddled with 
political competition and racial conflict (Rodan, 1989: 79). For instance, the PAP was 
reluctant to implement the Special Privileges of mainland Malays to those in 
Singapore. Furthermore, significant discontent among the Malays in Singapore 
surfaced because despite becoming the ethnic majority with the merger, it had not 
improved their material well-being. These resentments and anti-PAP sentiments 
stirred up by UMNO culminated in racial riots between the Chinese and Malays in 
July and September 1963 that left 33 killed and about 600 injured (ibid). The PAP 
further incited tensions between the two countries when it formed a united opposition 
front through the Malaysian Solidarity Convention which rejected the idea of special 
rights. Relations broke down and because conflicting interests and perspectives could 
not be resolved, Singapore was ousted on 9 August 1965 (ibid: 80). 
 
 2.3.2 The Need for Survival: Industrializing Singapore 
Singapore had no natural resources and was confronted with a growing 
population needing jobs and a declining entrepot trade. Adding to Singapore‘s 
predicament, the British government announced its military withdrawal by 1971 
which would lead to an estimated loss of approximately 100,000 jobs and at least 12% 
of her GNP
3
 (Rodan, 1989: 87). The PAP responded with an export-oriented 
industrialization (EOI) strategy in partnership with multinational corporations (Lee, 
2006a: 172), with a focus on labour-intensive manufacturing production.  
                                                          
3




In order to attract foreign investment and create a climate conducive for EOI, 
the PAP adopted drastic measures to ensure a low-wage, disciplined labour force
4
, 
improved Singapore‘s infrastructural development through statutory bodies and 
provided specialized institutional support for potential investors (Rodan, 1989: 92-
94). In addition, the PAP also expanded mass education with an emphasis on English 
and technical expertise (Gopinathan, 1974: 43).  
 These measures resulted in an expanding manufacturing sector, which 
contributed 19.2% of the total GDP and provided 98,921 jobs in 1969, simultaneously 
reduced unemployment to only 6.7% (Rodan, 1989: 99). Furthermore, foreign 
investments in the manufacturing sector steadily increased from only $157 million in 
1965 to $600 million in 1969 and $5,242 million by 1978 (ibid: 130). However, by 
1984, the total contribution of manufacturing to GDP slipped from 23.7% in 1979 to 
only 20.6% (ibid: 179). This was due to the contraction of key industries like shipping 
and petroleum-refining as well as Singapore losing its comparative advantage due to 
the rise of other labour-intensive countries (ibid: 192). Responding to these changes, 
the PAP moved towards advanced technology and services industry as well as started 




                                                          
4
 The PAP introduced Bills that significantly reduced the power of the labour movement in Singapore. 
For instance, the Trade Union Bill banned strikes in essential services. The Employment Act increased 
weekly working hours from 39 to 44, reduced sick leave and public holidays and restricted 
retrenchment benefits. The Industrial Relations Act expanded the prerogatives of management by 
stating that issues on promotion, transfers, retrenchments and dismissals were barred from union 
negotiation (Rodan, 1989: 92). 
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2.3.3 The Founding Ideologies of Independent Singapore: Multiracialism and 
Meritocracy 
 
Contrary to the British divide-and-rule policy, the PAP adopted multiracialism 
and meritocracy as the central tenets of Singapore society that emphasized the 
equality of opportunity. Multiracialism resulted in the homogenizing of sub-ethnic 
groups into ―the simplified multiracial CMIO quadratomy‖ (Siddique, 1990: 36). The 
CMIO model assumes ―each group was a race with a distinctive and identifiable 
culture, language, and to an extent possessed a common religious affiliation‖ (Lian, 
2006: 229)
5
. Despite the assertion that each racial group would be treated equally, 
multiracialism unintentionally dismissed historical exigencies and structural 
inequalities among the ethnic groups. Furthermore, the colonial ideology of innate 
racial differences still ―resonated deeply in the consciousness of most Singaporeans 
(Alatas, 1977; Hirschman, 1989: 357). These racial stereotypes also contributed to 
discriminatory practices in the labour market. 
Working in tandem with multiracialism, meritocracy assumes that everybody 
— regardless of ethnic or social background — has the ability to advance because of 
their own achievement, merit and hard work (Betts, 1975: 139). However, after 
Separation, the state adopted English as the de-facto administrative language, made 
English the core medium of instruction in schools and gradually phased out the 
vernacular streams. This unavoidably privileged the English-speaking but not the 
majority non-English persons who were educated in the vernacular schools (Mastura, 
2010: 61). 
                                                          
5
 According to the Singapore Census, the population is divided into four categories. Chinese refers to 
persons of Chinese origin e.g. Hokkien, Teochews, Cantonese, Hakkas, Hainanese, Hockchias, 
Foochows, Henghuas, Shanghainese, etc. Malays refer to persons of Malay or Indonesian origin, e.g. 
Javanese, Boyanese, Bugis, etc. Indians refer to persons of Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi or Sri 
Lankan origin e.g. Tamils, Malayalis, Punjabis, Bengalis, Singhalese, etc. Others comprise all persons 
other than Chinese, Malays and Indians. They include Eurasians, Caucasians, Arabs, Japanese, etc 
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 Thus far, I have shown the PAP‘s strategies in governing a newly independent 
nation. The next section will highlight how these strategies impacted on the ethnic 
division of labour in Singapore. 
 
2.3.4 A Statistical Overview of Ethnic Inequalities in the Singaporean Labour 
Market 
 
A possible reason why the Chinese had the highest percentage of professionals 
and managers compared to the Indians and Malays between 1957 and 1966 was 
because of their early entry into English-medium education and their close 
relationship with the British. In addition, between 1970 and 1990, there was a marked 
fall of 13.7% in services sector and this corresponded with a 17.2% increase in the 
professional category for the Chinese. This could account for the rise of English-
educated Chinese into positions vacated by the British — after their withdrawal in 
1971 — in the Civil Service as well as openings in the newly created statutory boards.  
Unlike the other ethnic groups, the decline of the Chinese in the clerical and 
services sector between independence and 1980 was not as severe because they were 
not dependent on the British for employment. This showed that the Chinese remained 
under the payroll of Chinese businesses. Compared to the English and Malay-
educated, the Chinese-educated were more likely to be entrepreneurs or business 
leaders, own-account workers or self-employed (Lee, 2006a: 198). 
The increase in the proportion of production workers and professionals in the 
1970s and 1980s could be attributed to immigration policy. Citing the threat of an 
ethnic imbalance due to a trend of declining birth rates among the Chinese and the 
need to maintain an adequate labour force for industrial development, the state 
regulated immigration to preserve the population distribution that is over 75% 
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Chinese, 14% Malay, 8% Indian while the remainder as Others (Ong, 2006: 185). 
Moreover, officials outwardly preferred foreign workers of Chinese rather than non-
Chinese descent because they tended to regard ―certain non-Chinese workers as lazy‖ 
(Rodan, 1989: 138). Thus, immigration in the early decades of industrial development 
was largely dominated by Malaysian Chinese professionals and workers (ibid).  
 
Table 2.1: 
Occupational Distribution (%) of Chinese 1959 – 1990 
Workforce by Occupation 
(Chinese) 
1957 1966 1970 1980 1990 
Professional, Technical & 
Managerial 
5.9 7.9 10.1 19.0 27.3 
Clerical, Sales & Services 
 
45.7 46.8 42.0 30.1 28.3 
Production Workers, Cleaners & 
Labourers 
39.6 36.1 40.1 42.8 39.7 
Agriculture & Fishery Workers 8.8 
 
3.8 4.3 1.8 0.3 
Others 0.0 
 
5.4 3.5 6.3 4.4 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: Ministry of National Development (1967: 140); 
Census of Population 1957 (1964: 220-233), 1970 (1973: 90), 1990 (1993: xvii)   
 
Compared to the other ethnic groups, the growth of professionals and 
managers among the Malays was only 2.5% between 1957 and 1970. In the same 
period, the percentage of Malays in the services sector also fell from 44.6% to 41.2%. 
These two trends could be attributed to the substantial migration of educated middle-
class Malays to Malaysia as a result of the failed merger (Lily, 1998: 253). Thereafter, 
the British withdrawal between 1967 and 1971 caused structural unemployment for 
Malays who used to be present in the police, army and fire brigade (Bedlington, 1974: 
375; Lee, 2006b: 187). This closing of traditional avenues of occupation for the 
Malays drastically lowered their participation in the services industry from 42.0% in 
1970 to 30.1% in 1980.  
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The high percentage of Malays in the production workers, labourers and 
cleaners categories could be due to several factors. First, there was a lack of English 
competence among the Malay masses (Tham, 1989: 479). Second, fluency in Chinese 
as a second language was occasionally expected, hence leaving non-Chinese ethnic 
minorities disadvantaged (Lily, 1998: 110). Third, Aljunied (1979) observed that job 
advertisements in daily newspapers often offered high positions to non-Malays while 
low-paying jobs such as drivers targeted Malay workers (1979: 71). Fourth, between 
1969 and 1973, Malays were excluded from National Service (NS) conscription into 
the armed forces as the state claimed that this was to avoid forcing the Malays to 
choose between religion and country in times of war. As a result, this compounded 
their employment prospects as companies preferred recruiting those who had already 
completed their NS (Bedlington, 1974: 74). Only when the NS conscription issue was 
resolved that Malays were able to increase their employability, as seen as the increase 
from 43.4% to 67.8% between 1970 and 1980. By 1990, the proportion of Malays in 
the production line dropped to 57.0% because there was a gradual shift into the 
services sector, especially among the female labour force. 
 
Table 2.2: 
Occupational Distribution (%) of Malays, 1959 – 1990 
Workforce by Occupation 
(Malays) 
1957 1966 1970 1980 1990 
Professional, Technical & 
Managerial 
3.4 4.6 5.9 6.7 10.8 
Clerical, Sales & Services 
 
44.6 47.2 41.2 21.9 29.4 
Production Workers, Cleaners & 
Labourers 
42.1 38.3 43.4 67.8 57.0 
Agriculture & Fishery Workers 9.9 
 
2.9 5.3 1.0 0.3 
Others 0.0 
 
6.9 4.2 2.6 2.5 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: Ministry of National Development (1967: 140);  





Despite being the smallest ethnic group, Indian representation in the 
professionals, managerial and administrative sector was similar to the Chinese in 
1957. However, between 1957 and 1970, the growth in this category was slower 
possibly because of the emergence of the English-educated Chinese as the leaders of 
independent Singapore. The post-independence period saw a considerable upward 
mobility among Indians who took advantage of the strong emphasis on English 
education to enter professions and the civil service (Lal et al, 2006: 185). 
However, the closure of British military bases in 1971 resulted in the 
voluntary repatriation of many Indian workers (ibid), thus the decline from 54.7% in 
1970 to only 27.1% in 1980 in the services sector. Nevertheless, between 1970 and 
1980, the Indians started to make inroads in various professions such as medicine, 
engineering and law (Shantakurma and Mukhopadhaya, 2008: 578), hence the swift 
rise in the professionals category. This growth was stunted due to a ―re-migration‖ of 
Indian professionals to Australia, Canada and the US in the late 1980s (Lal et al, 
2006: 185). In the production sector, Indian employment, especially in manufacturing, 
grew in line with economic developments (Shantakurma and Mukhopadhaya, 2008: 
578), as seen in the big jump from 31.7% in 1970 to 50.4% in 1990. 
 
Table 2.3: 
Occupational Distribution (%) of Indians, 1959 – 1990 
Workforce by Occupation 
(Indians) 
1957 1966 1970 1980 1990 
Professional, Technical & 
Managerial 
5.5 8.7 8.9 17.7 18.3 
Clerical, Sales & Services 
 
48.7 55.4 54.7 27.1 26.5 
Production Workers, Cleaners & 
Labourers 
42.9 30.4 31.7 47.2 50.4 
Agriculture & Fishery Workers 2.9 0.7 
 
2.2 0.5 0.1 
Others 0.0 4.8 
 
2.5 7.5 4.7 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: Ministry of National Development (1967: 140);  
Census of Population 1957 (1964: 220-233); 1970 (1973: 90); 1990 (1993: xvii)   
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While there appeared to be upward mobility to varying degrees for the 
Chinese, Indians and Malays, the occupational patterns for the Others seemed to 
fluctuate drastically. The reduction of Others in the sales and services from 1970 to 
1980 could be a result of emigration of prominent Armenian, Arab and Jewish 
communities (Turnbull, 2009: 368). As for the Eurasians, they further consolidated 
their positions as professionals, officials and managers (ibid). However, another wave 
of emigration among the Eurasians in the late 1980s resulted in the decline of Others 
in the same category (Braga-Blake, 1992).   
Table 2.4:  
Occupational Distribution (%) of Others, 1957 – 1990 
Workforce by Occupation 
(Others) 
1957 1966 1970 1980 1990 
Professional, Technical & 
Managerial 
44.7 32.5 47.3 54.2 40.7 
Clerical, Sales & Services 
 
40.9 39.6 34.6 18.0 34.1 
Production Workers, Cleaners & 
Labourers 
14.1 22.5 10.2 22.9 19.3 
Agriculture & Fishery Workers 
 
0.3 0.0 0.5 0.2 - 
Others 
 
0.0 5.4 7.4 4.7 5.9 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: Ministry of National Development (1967: 140);  
Census of Population 1957 (1964: 220-233), 1970 (1973: 90), 1990 (1993: xvii)   
 
 
2.3.5 Responding to Globalization: The Increasing Demand on Higher Education 
The Asian Financial Crisis caused Singapore‘s economic growth to plunge 
from 8.4% in 1997 to 0.4% in 1998 and unemployment to soar up to 4.8% (Rodan, 
2006: 149). The economic downturn confirmed Singapore‘s globalized economy 
(Huxley, 2002: 164), and her increasing vulnerability to global events such as the 9/11 
terrorist attacks (2001), Bali bombings (2002), SARS outbreak (2003) and the Wall 
Street meltdown (2008). Overall, these intermittent crises have lowered GDP rates 
resulting in increased retrenchments, unemployment rates and pay cuts (Chew, 2009).  
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In order to address these issues and to remain competitive in the global 
economy, the state embarked on the transition to a Knowledge-Based Economy 
(KBE). This meant a lesser reliance on industrialization and a shift towards 
―innovation, cutting edge research, niche marketing and techno-capitalism‖ (Koh, 
2003: 230). This move towards post-industrialization and a knowledge-based 
economy had two implications. First, there was a burgeoning emphasis on higher 
education (Lily, 2009: 132). The state encouraged Singaporeans to invest in post-
secondary education and to continuously re-skill in order to remain ―marketable‖ and 
keep pace with the rapidly changing working environments (ibid). This has resulted in 
a highly structured labour market based on educational qualifications. 
A second implication is the state‘s adoption of a foreign labour policy which 
focused on employing highly qualified experts and temporary, inexpensive workers 
(Yeoh and Khoo, 1998). Employing foreign labour was previously practiced by the 
British when they recruited Ceylon-Tamils to be junior officers in the Civil Service 
and used Indian convicts for construction work. The PAP government continued this 
practice of hiring foreign labour when it needed workers during the early 
industrialization phase. The 1997 financial crisis prompted the government to pursue 
foreign talent even more rigorously and overtly to develop niche industries and highly 
profitable services sectors (Noorashikin, 2010: 202). These foreign professionals and 
entrepreneurs are mostly Chinese from Southeast Asia, Hong Kong, Taiwan and 
China (ibid: 201) and non-Tamil professionals from South Asia (Lal et al, 2006: 185). 
Furthermore, expatriates from the UK, US, Australia, Germany and Japan are also 
largely employed in higher-end jobs in various sectors (Noorashikin, 2010: 202). 
Altogether, these highly-qualified and highly skilled foreigners were ―invited” to 
apply for permanent residency (PR) and citizenship (ibid: 205, emphasis mine).  
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 At the same time, these business activities generated demand for lower-skilled 
support workers (ibid: 203). Although the supply of unskilled foreign workers helped 
to keep business costs low which enhanced Singapore‘s economic competitiveness, it 
indirectly depressed the incomes of low-skilled local employees (Mastura, 2010: 65).  
 
2.3.6 Entrenching Ethnic Inequalities in the Labour Market 
The state‘s responses to the global economy and the need to remain 
competitive further entrenched ethnic inequalities in the labour market. Looking at 
Chart 3, the surge in the proportion of professionals and managers among the 
Chinese, Indians and Others between 1990 and 2005 is testament to the two trends 
mentioned above. Reviewing Charts 4 and 5, because the Chinese, Indians and Others 
have moved into the managerial category, Malays began to fill up positions in the 
sales and services industry (38.9%). Finally, all ethnic groups saw a decrease in the 
production sector between 2000 and 2005 possibly due to the influx of low-skilled 
labour. However, the Malays remained largely in these lower-end jobs in 2005 — 
36.5% compared to the Chinese (21.8%), Indians (20.5%) and Others (8.0%). Hence, 
by importing Chinese, Indian and European professionals and offering them 
citizenship invariably raised the occupational statuses and profiles of these three 
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In sum, the demands of the expanding economy accounted for the large 
proportion of foreigners (Turnbull, 2009: 368). Furthermore, there was an increasing 
focus on bringing in mainland Chinese professionals because they possessed the skills 
and the ―right‖ ethnicity and these have contributed to the maintenance of the ethnic 
balance of the population (Ong, 2006: 186). Also, the emphasis on higher education in 
the new knowledge-based economy had transpired in creating a highly structured 





2.4 Concluding Remarks 
Throughout the chapter, I illustrated that while the economic order among the 
ethnic groups in Singapore had its foundations in British colonial rule, the transition 
to PAP rule resulted in some significant changes. Three pertinent ethnic patterns may 
be extrapolated regarding continuities and discontinuities in the labour market.  
First, the principles of occupational stratification varied across the different 
time periods. During British colonial rule, commercial enterprise and proficiency in 
the English language were essential in gaining material rewards. This arrangement 
had allowed the Babas, Eurasians and English-educated Indians to progress to the 
upper ranks of the administrative service. After independence, having technocratic 
expertise and professional education affirmed higher occupational statuses in newly 
industrializing Singapore, while knowledge-based employees and foreign talent 
became highly sought after in the 1990s onwards. These changes benefited the 
Chinese and Indians the greatest in relation to the Malays because they were quickest 
to take advantage of the strong emphasis on English education to gain entry into the 
professions and civil service as well as benefited from the industrialization period 
through their active participation in the manufacturing sector. As such, the 
differentiated ownership of particular mores, language abilities and specializations 
during the various time periods acted as important mechanisms for social and 
economic mobility for the ethnic groups.  
Second, the divide-and-rule policy of the British assisted to shape distinct 
occupational niches that corresponded with those of different ethnic origins. This 
meant that there was little competition between ethnic groups as they tended to 
participate in discrete types of economic activities (Bedlington, 1974: 345). In 
independent Singapore, the PAP stressed merit through education as the means to 
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gain higher status. This greatly increased competition between ethnic groups for 
similar jobs and since the Malays had the least resources — both educationally and 
economically — they were immensely disadvantaged. Competition for jobs was 
further intensified with the PAP‘s policy of attracting foreign talent through the 
promise of citizenship and permanent residency as a means for Singapore to remain 
competitive in the global economy. Given that Malays were already disadvantaged in 
comparison to the other ethnic groups, increased foreign competition would thus limit 
them even more in attaining high status occupations. 
Lastly, under colonial rule, differential treatments of ethnic groups were 
justified because they reflected the racial ideology of inherent differences. When the 
PAP adopted multiracialism and meritocracy to reconfigure the divide-and-rule 
legacy of the British by emphasizing equality of status and opportunities, there were 
inevitably two effects. First, the PAP‘s commitment to these two ideologies meant 
that the government would neither advance the economic well-being nor recognize 
the advantaged colonial status of any ethnic group. Consequently, the Malays were 
affected because during colonial rule, the British provided low-wage employment and 
education. Despite their low socioeconomic status, the Malays did not receive 
additional assistance from the PAP to compete equally with the other ethnic groups. 
As for the Eurasians, they lost the privileges which they had enjoyed under colonial 
rule. Second, multiculturalism and meritocracy solidified ethnic inequalities. As I had 
discussed in Chapter 1, the provision of equal opportunities presents a persuasive 
argument that members of ethnic groups who do well do so because they are talented 
and skilled while those who fall behind did not put in enough hard work. Therefore, 
the assumption of a fair competition based on meritocracy disregarded the differential 
opportunity structures borne at the outset by the ethnic groups.  
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Table 2.5:  
Summary of the Continuities and Discontinuities in the Singaporean Labour Market 
Factors Colonial Rule PAP Rule 
Continuities   
State policy  Inherent racial differences 
justified ethnic inequalities 
 Provision of equal opportunities 
solidified ethnic inequalities 
Europeans and Eurasians  Junior officers of the 
bureaucracy because inferior to 
the Europeans 
 Remained in bureaucracy but 
upper ranks filled with English-
speaking Chinese 
Chinese  Largely controlled trade, 
commerce, banking and finance 
 Networks was useful 
 Largely controlled commercial 
and private sectors 
 Networks remain useful 
especially in the private sector 
Indians  Involved in trade and 
commerce  
 Continued to hold niche 
businesses 
Malays  Outside the commercial 
economy 
 Low-ranking jobs under the 
British 
 Minimal participation in the 
commercial economy 
 Largely in production or service 
related occupations 
Discontinuities    
Principles of occupational 
stratification 
 Commercial enterprise 
 Proficiency in English 
 Technocratic expertise 
 Professional education 
State Policy  Divide and rule  
 Racial ideology of inherent 
racial differences 
 Equal opportunities for all 
 Ideologies of meritocracy and 
multiculturalism 
Labour market  Occupational specialization 
 Little competition among ethnic 
groups 
 Merit through education 
 Increased competition for similar 
jobs 
Europeans and Eurasians  Held privileged status  Lost their privileged status 
Chinese  Junior officers in the civil 
service 
 
 Rose to upper levels of the 
bureaucracy & entered 
professions 
Indians  Junior officers in the civil 
service 
 Entered professions 
Malays  Dependent on British  No special treatment by PAP 
 
In sum, the continuities and discontinuities between the colonial period and 
Singapore under PAP rule in terms of dealing with ethnic groups in the labour market 
produced a loosening of the social order (refer to Table 2.5). The minority Eurasian 
and European communities lost their advantage while the majority Chinese replaced 
them in the upper echelons of the labour market. Since the Indians were able to adapt 
quickly in aligning themselves with the PAP‘s developmental policies, they have 
made considerable progress. Comparatively, the Malays were unable to take 
advantage precisely of this transition due to the continuity in the colonial and PAP 





DATA AND METHODS 
3.1 Introduction 
 Having understood the historical context, this chapter will now focus on 
describing the data set and quantitative methods that will be utilized to explicate the 
variations in the status attainment process across ethnic groups in contemporary 
Singapore. Thus, I will first describe my chosen data set, present a brief overview of 
the sample and elaborate on the outcome measures, explanatory indicators and control 
variables that I will be using. Next, I will also outline the four main propositions to be 
tested in Chapters 4 and 5. Finally, I will introduce the quantitative methods for the 
data analysis.  
 
3.2 Data 
3.2.1 World Values Survey Data set 
The present analysis was based on the World Values Survey (WVS) 2000 data 
collected by the National University of Singapore from March to August in 2002 
(http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/). It employed face-to-face interviews based on an 
ethnically stratified, random sample of Singapore citizens (n=1512), yielding a 
response rate of 79%. The impact of non-response on the data was not known. 
Further, substitution was done only when the person no longer lived in the sampled 
address or when the contact was not contactable after 3 tries. 
The sampling frame was first divided into the 4 major ethnic categories in 
Singapore — Chinese, Malay, Indian and Others. Having decided on the sub-sample 
sizes for the 4 ethnic groups, a random sample stratified by ethnicity was drawn. This 
sample was obtained from the Singapore Department of Statistics. There was an 
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initial oversampling of minority ethnic groups and hence the sample was not 
representative of the Singapore population. To correct for biases, sample weights 
were added in all analyses. Therefore, I employed the ―Weight variable‖ (v245) to 
take such oversampling issues into account.  
Table 3.1 presents information about the sample based on weighted data. 
Respondents‘ age ranged between 15 and 84 while the mean age was 32.9. The 
Chinese are the dominant ethnic group in Singapore and as such make up 79.7% of 
the sample population. The Malays are the largest ethnic minority group with 13.4% 
while the Indians and Others comprise the remaining 6.0% and 0.9%. Males and 
females constitute 49.3% and 50.7% of the sample respectively. Of the respondents, 
45.1% are married and 59.5% are currently employed. The reason for the relatively 
large proportion of those not employed is because this category included students and 
retired individuals.  
A large majority of the respondents come from predominantly non-English 
speaking families (74.1%). A large proportion of the sample have secondary 
education or lower — 34.5% have no formal or primary education, 30.2% received 
secondary education, 24.8% possess post secondary qualifications and 10.5% attained 
university degrees. Finally, most respondents felt that they belonged to the middle 
class (62.4%) while 33.7% believed that they belong to the working class and a very 














Table 3.1:  
Descriptive Statistics of Singapore Citizens WVS Sample (n=1,512) 
Variable Percentage or 
Mean 
Range 
Age 32.9 15 – 84 
   
Ethnicity   
 Chinese 79.7% 0 – 1 
 Malay 13.4% 0 – 1 
 Indian   6.0% 0 – 1 
 Others   0.9% 0 – 1 
   
Gender   
 Male 49.3% 0 – 1 
 Female 50.7% 0 – 1 
   
Marital Status   
 Married 45.1% 0 – 1 
 Not Married 54.9% 0 – 1 
   
Employment Status   
 Employed 59.5% 0 – 1 
 Not Employed 40.5% 0 – 1 
   
Language Spoken at Home   
 English 25.9% 0 – 1 
 Non-English 74.1% 0 – 1 
   
Education  1 – 4 
 No Formal / Primary 34.5% - 
 Secondary 30.2% - 
 Post Secondary 24.8% - 
 University 10.5% - 
   
Self-rated Social Class  1 – 5 
 Lower Class   2.8% - 
 Working Class 33.7% - 
 Lower Middle Class 30.2% - 
 Upper Middle Class 32.2% - 
 Upper Class   1.1% - 
    
Occupational Status  1 – 3 
 Low Class Jobs 25.1% - 
 Middle Class Jobs 62.6% - 
 High Class Jobs 12.3% - 
*Based on weighted data 
 
3.2.2 Outcome Variable: Occupational Status 
As I had explained in Chapter 1, Granovetter (1995) argued that weak ties are 
socioeconomically valuable because they provide individuals with information, 
influence and opportunities in getting better jobs. Therefore, to test his ideas in the 
Singapore context, I chose occupational status as my outcome variable. The original 
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question in the survey asked respondents to state their occupation or profession 
(Appendix A).  
Using Ganzeboom and Treiman‘s enhanced version of Erickson and 
Goldthorpe‘s (EGP) class categories  as a guide (1996: 214), I regrouped the variable 
―Profession‖ into seven ranked occupational categories and treated ―armed forces‖, 
―Other jobs‖ and ―Never had a job‖ as missing cases. In order to further simplify my 
outcome variable, I collapsed the 7 occupational categories into three main 
occupational classes and rank ordered them. The ‗High Class‘ comprised managers, 
employers of large establishments and supervisors of non-manual workers. The 
‗Middle Class‘ included those in routine non-manual office workers, employers of 
small establishments, associate professionals and professionals. Finally, those lower 
grade technicians; supervisors of manual workers and skilled manual workers, semi 
and unskilled manual workers were considered ‗Working Class‘ (refer to Table 3.2). 
Based on this new categorization, low class jobs make up 25.1%, while middle class 


























Table 3.2:  
Process of Categorizing Occupational Status Variable 




Employer/Manager of establishment with 10 or 
more employees 
 Higher Service High Class 
Supervisory – office worker: supervises others 
 





Associate Professionals – teacher, nurse, 
technician etc. 
 




Non-Manual office worker 
 
Routine Clerical 




Skilled manual worker 
 
Skilled Manual 
Semi-skilled manual worker 
 Semi and Unskilled 
Manual Unskilled manual 
 
Member of armed forces, security personnel in 
non-supervisory or non-managerial posts 
 
Treated as missing cases 
Treated as missing 
cases Others 
 
Never had a job 
 
3.2.3 Focal Explanatory Variables 
This section details the operationalization of the social network measures to be 
used as my explanatory variables. I define family members and friends as ―strong 
ties‖ while work colleagues are considered as the ―weak ties‖ of respondents 
(Boxman, De Graaf and Flap, 1991; Granovetter, 1995). In the WVS survey 
questionnaire, respondents were asked how often they spent time with their family 
members, friends and work colleagues (Appendix B). This would then present 




The second indicator of weak ties is membership in social organizations. Burt 
(2000) conceptualized ―social capital of organization‖ which refers to contacts the 
person is affiliated to. Access to these contacts then provides informational 
advantages that can be utilized for job search and other instrumental purposes. The 
data set allowed me to acquire information on respondent‘s membership in 15 types 
of various voluntary organizations which I subsequently recoded them into 10 types 
(Appendix C). This would inform the composition of the respondent‘s organizational 
social networks (Son and Lin, 2008: 337). Furthermore, one‘s number of 
memberships in voluntary organizations unveils the individual‘s network extensity in 
a ―social space composed of voluntary organizations and their members‖ (ibid). Thus, 
I created a summated scale of organizational memberships (0-10), and named it 
extensity of membership in social organizations (Appendix C). 
 
3.2.4 Control Variables 
By adding controls, I aim to investigate the independent effects of weak ties 
on occupational outcomes. I used seven socio-demographic and socio-economic status 
(SES) variables that could affect the uneven distribution of weak ties. The descriptive 
information of these main variables can be verified in Table 3.1 and they include 
education, class, ethnicity, gender, age, marital status and language spoken at home:  
 
Education There are four categories of educational level: (1) no formal or 
primary school, (2) secondary, (3) post secondary, and (4) 
university degree and higher  
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Class Self-rated social class was used as a proxy measure of class and 
has five categories: (1) lower class, (2) working class, (3) lower 
middle class, (4) upper middle class, and (5) upper class. 
Ethnicity I created dummy variables for all ethnic groups — Chinese, 
Malay, Indian and Others. Since Chinese is the dominant ethnic 
group, it will be used as my reference group. 
Gender Gender is a dummy variable with male equal to 1 and female to 0. 
Age Age is measured in years. 
Marital Marital is a dummy variable with married equal to 1 and not 
married to 0. 
Language Language spoken at home is used as a proxy measure of class. 
English is hence a dummy variable where English equal to 1 and 
non-English to 0. 
 
In addition to the control variables, I conduct interaction analysis to test if 
ethnicity affects the relationship between weak ties and occupational status. In doing 
so, I assess if the association between weak ties and occupational status appears or 
disappears for certain ethnic groups or changes in intensity or direction of association 
for other ethnic groups (Agresti and Finlay, 1997: 369). Hence, having elaborated on 
my variables that will be used, I will now turn to detail the propositions that I seek to 
explore.  
 
3.3  Propositions 
 I had clarified in Chapter 1 that weak ties are crucial in getting better jobs than 
strong ties because the former are better able to provide people with non-redundant 
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job information than the latter. Hence, those lacking weak ties are ―deprived of 
information from distant parties of the social system and this may put them in a 
disadvantaged position in the labour market where advancement can depend [...] on 
knowing appropriate job openings at just the right time‖ (Granovetter, 1983: 202). 
Thus, the first set of hypotheses is: 
 
Hypothesis 1: Weak ties are more beneficial to individuals in 
attaining higher occupational statuses than strong ties. 
 
 Yet, not all ethnic groups would have equal access to weak ties and resource 
rich networks due to historical exigencies (Moren-Cross and Lin, 2008: 366). During 
British colonial rule, the British paid little attention to the development of the Chinese 
and Indian masses and since these two communities largely specialized in trade and 
commerce, they developed a reliance on kinship networks. For instance, clan 
associations were a source of job opportunities for the Chinese masses. These 
networks then became an important resource for mobility, especially for the non-
English speaking Chinese. As for the Malays, greater British attention and their 
exclusion from the commercial sector gave rise to their dependence on the British for 
low-wage employment or remained in their subsistence economy. Even in a highly 
meritocratic labour market in recent times, this has not reduced the advantage for the 
Chinese due to their active involvement in the private sector which is network 
intensive. 
In contemporary Singapore society, Li (1989) described the Malays as having 
―little interaction with people outside their household‖ (1989: 124). For lower income 
Malays, the absence of a mutual language prevents deeper interaction with those of 
other ethnicities. Although higher income Malays do speak English and interact with 
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others at work or in institutions of higher education, they have little informal contact 
outside these two contexts (ibid: 136). In addition, cultural barriers pertaining to 
religion may also be a reason for Malays to shun social or formal events or simply 
attend events catered only for Malays in order to avoid this problem (Stimpfl, 2006: 
75; Lai, 1995: 111). Such cultural barriers do not apply to most Indians, Chinese or 
Others. This could also be a possible explanation for their lack of interaction with 
weak ties. Therefore, I would expect that: 
 
Hypothesis 2: Malays are more likely to have lesser weak ties than 
Chinese, Indians and Others. 
 
It would seem that since weak ties are associated with better socioeconomic 
status, the obvious means for ethnic minorities to gain social mobility would be to 
build weak ties. One way to do so is through joining voluntary social organizations. 
Wilson and Musick (2003) argued that people who are involved in voluntary 
associations benefit socioeconomically because firstly, they could acquire certain job-
related skills that might be useful for their careers. Secondly, joining these 
organizations would certainly extend one‘s social network. Simultaneously, these 
social contacts may provide relevant job-related information. Following this line of 
argument, I would consider that: 
 
 Hypothesis 3: The extensity of organizational membership has a 
positive impact on attaining better occupational statuses.  
 
Thus far, I have aimed to test the feasibility of access to weak ties and their 
positive effects on status attainment. However, even if ethnic minorities choose to 
access networks outside their social circles for instrumental purposes, they are 
unlikely to receive the same socioeconomic payoffs that members of the ethnic 
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majority receive (Burt, 1997; Holzer, 1987; Korenman and Turner, 1996). In contrast, 
North American studies show that members of lower-status ethnic groups attain better 
job outcomes by having access to contacts from high-status ethnic groups (Ooka and 
Wellman, 2006). Hence, I chose to test interaction effects to see if certain ethnic 
groups receive better socioeconomic payoffs when they have access to weak ties 
compared to other groups. In Singapore, ethnic minorities supposedly would have 
greater chances of accessing members of the ethnic majority, especially at the 
workplace or in social organizations. This is because they have unequal population 
sizes — the Chinese comprise 76.8%, Malays make up 13.9%, Indians constitute 
7.9% and the Others represent the remaining 1.4% of the population (Census of 
Population 2000). Therefore, ethnic minorities would have a lot more opportunities of 
inter-ethnic contact.  
However, comparing the Chinese and Malays only, Chua (2009) observed that 
Malays are more likely than the Chinese to prefer in-group relations (2009: 692). 
Extending this, it is possible that the weak ties of ethnic minorities tend to be 
members of the same ethnic group which may not be beneficial. For that reason, my 
final hypothesis is: 
 
Hypothesis 4: Given equal access to weak ties, the ethnic minorities 
do not enjoy better occupational returns than the Chinese.  
  
In a nutshell, my four hypotheses can be summarized into three main research 
questions. First, do different ethnic groups possess differential access to weak ties? 
Second, what is the impact of access to weak ties in attaining better occupational 
statuses? Finally, if accessing weak ties do benefit individuals, then are the 
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socioeconomic payoffs similar for all ethnic groups? I illustrate the relation among the 







The method of analysis proceeds in two parts. In order to answer my first 
enquiry, I examined differences between ethnic groups, if any, in terms of access to 
weak ties by utilizing comparing means and pair-wise correlation analysis (Chapter 
4). As for the latter two research questions, regression techniques were used to assess 
the effects of weak ties on occupational status (Chapter 5). 
  
3.4.1 Comparing Means and Pair-wise Correlation Analysis 
I start my analysis with basic descriptive statistics. To verify whether there are 
substantial differences across ethnic groups, I compute and compare the mean scores. 
This would provide a broad depiction of how ethnic groups differ by socioeconomic 
statuses and social network compositions. Subsequently, if I discovered considerable 
variations, then I perform pair-wise correlation analysis to affirm the strength of the 
relationship between variables. Moreover, correlation analysis is also useful to check 
for the absence of high levels of correlation among independent variables.  
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3.4.2 Multinomial and Binomial Logistic Models 
 Since the outcome measure is a limited dependant variable and that most of 
the predictor and control variables are categorical, logistic regression models are 
proper (Jaccard, 2001: 4). I will be employing two variations of logistic regression 
models — multinomial and binomial regression. For each method, I created nested 
regression models. Through examining whether adding one or more explanatory 
variables to an existing regression model will significantly increase or decrease the 
power of the explanatory variables and whether the presence of moderating effects 
have any significant effects. 
 Given that the outcome variable (occupational status) has three categories, 
multinomial logistic regression is fitted (Treiman, 2009: 336). One category — in this 
case low class occupations — will be omitted and become a reference category. By 
doing this, I would check if there are statistically significant differences between low 
class jobs versus middle class jobs and between low class jobs versus high class jobs. 
Following this, I conduct binomial regression analysis by collapsing the low and 
middle class occupations. Individuals with high class jobs became the reference 
category and it was coded as 1. This method would indicate whether weak ties matter 
greatly for individuals with high class jobs compared to those with low or middle 
class jobs.  
  
3.4.3 Strengths and Weaknesses 
The data was collected in 2002 and given the relatively dated nature of the 
data-set, findings from this thesis may not reflect the present situation in Singapore 
society. Nevertheless, such a research endeavour should not be discounted given the 
lack of empirical research on social capital and the shortage of readily available data 
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sets to conduct quantitative analyses. Indeed, an important strength of quantitative 
research is that it allows the researcher to ―discover laws to predict social behaviour‖ 
in particular contexts (Neuman, 2003: 91). Also, since surveys could incorporate 
multiple indicators, it assists to produce ―a comprehensive picture of an individual‘s 
personal network‖ (Chua, 2007: 10). Hence, results in this thesis could necessitate 
further studies on understanding the role and importance of social capital in 
Singapore. 
Second, given that the objective of the survey was not on social capital or 
social networks per se, the indicators I have chosen for this study can only be treated 
as proxy measures. Further, there may be some debate on the reliability of these social 
network indicators in determining higher occupational status as they may not be able 
to accurately measure the actual mobilization of weak ties and their embedded social 
resources. However, it can be assumed that social networks attempt to capture valued 
resources in social relations. Therefore network locations should facilitate, although 
not necessarily determine, access to better embedded resources (Lin in Lin, Cook and 
Burt, 2001: 13). 
On a final note, despite these concerns, the main strength of quantitative 
research is that it ―permits the confident generalization of results‖, especially since the 
WVS survey adhered to the twin principles of randomness and representativeness 
(Krosnick, 1999: 538). Further, the large representative sample size (n=1,512) 
together with consistent operational indicators for measurement of social networks 
and the socioeconomic statuses, would ensure the replicability and generalizability of 





3.5  Concluding Remarks 
 This chapter has provided a description of the World Values data set, detailed 
the hypotheses to be tested and elaborated on the methods to examine them. The next 
chapter will focus on univariate and bivariate analyses by using compare means and 
pair-wise correlations to determine the categorical differences among ethnic groups. 


































 Having explained the data set, methods and hypotheses to be tested, this 
chapter will focus on univariate, bivariate and multivariate analyses. Specifically, I 
first check for any categorical differences among the ethnic groups in terms of their 
socioeconomic status (SES) and social network measures by comparing means. Next, 
I conduct pair-wise correlation analysis to check patterns of associations between 
variables in the study. Such information would then be useful to see if and how social 
network and socioeconomic inequality among the ethnic groups in Singapore are 
related.  
Thereafter, I test the research hypotheses I had set up earlier through logistic 
regression analyses. Logistic regression models are appropriate for the analyses 
because they use maximum likelihood estimation (Treiman, 2009: 302). I will attempt 
to test the impact of weak ties in attaining better occupational statuses and whether the 
socioeconomic benefits are similar for all ethnic groups in the Singaporean labour 
market. To do so, I will first employ multinomial logistic regression
6
 to test for 
significant differences among low class, middle class and high class occupations. 
According to Long (1997), the multinomial logistic model allows the simultaneous 
comparison among the outcome categories, which produces the logical relationship 
among parameters and uses the data efficiently (1997: 151). Next, I will turn to 
binomial logistic regression by collapsing the low and middle class occupations which 
                                                          
6
 McFadden (1974) explained that the multinomial logistic regression model can be misleading when 
the independence of irrelevant alternatives (IIA) assumption is violated (1974: 113). The test of IIA is 
to check if adding another alternative does not affect the relative odds between the two alternatives 
considered (Treiman, 2009). Using the SUEST test in STATA, I found the gap to be insignificant, 
thereby verifying that the assumption was not broken and therefore the results reported here are valid. 
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will be compared against high class occupations. With such a dichotomous outcome 
measure, binomial logistic regression tests in particular if weak ties are significant for 
those with high class jobs (Treiman, 2009: 302). 
 
4.2 Comparing Means 
4.2.1 Socioeconomic Differences among Ethnic Groups 
 Table 4.1 indicates that the educational levels of Chinese and Others are 
significantly greater than Indians and Malays. There is also a similar pattern for 
monthly household income; that is Chinese and Others have significantly higher 
monthly household income than the Indians who in turn have higher household 
income than Malays. In terms of occupational class, Chinese have significantly higher 
means than Malays and Indians while Others too have higher occupational status 
relative to Malays. Hence, the pattern of association between socioeconomic status 
and ethnicity in the sample is in line with what I highlighted in Chapter 1. 
Table 4.1: 




Test Chinese Malay Indian Others 
Education 
(Range: 1 – 4) 
2.17 1.84 1.93 2.30 C > M*** 
C > I*** 
O > M*** 
O > I** 
Household Income 









C > M*** 
C > I*** 
I > M* 
O > M*** 
O > I*** 
Occupational Class 
(Range: 1 – 3) 
1.92 1.66 1.72 1.88 C > M*** 
C > I*** 
O > M* 





4.2.2 Differences in Frequency of Interaction with Strong and Weak Ties 
Table 4.2 provides a description of the frequency of interaction with the strong 
and weak ties of respondents. As explicated earlier (Section 3.2.3) that family and 
friends constitute ones‘ strong ties. Strong ties are those whom an individual is close 
to, has greater motivation to be of assistance and tends to be easily available 
especially for social support (Granovetter, 1983: 205). Since strong ties are in close 
relations to an individual, they have the ―greatest overlap‖ in terms of social contacts 
the individual knows and so the information transmitted is likely to be similar among 
them (ibid). In comparison, work colleagues may be considered as weak ties because 
they are more prone to have personal contacts that are different from whom an 
individual knows and hence are privy to information from distant parts of the social 
structure.    
For both frequencies in spending time with family members and friends, I did 
not find any statistically significant differences among the ethnic groups. Hence, for 
strong ties, the frequency measures of family and friends do not differentiate ethnic 
groups in Singapore. It must be noted that the overall mean scores for spending time 
with family are statistically significantly greater than that of spending time with 
friends. This finding on contact time with family and friends complements an earlier 
study where Chua (2009) showed how family members pre-dominate personal 
networks in Singapore. He highlighted that while colleagues and friends are major 
occupants of networks, they are less ―ubiquitous‖ than kin (2009: 687).  
Next, I focused on weak ties. As I have mentioned in Chapter 3, I considered 
work colleagues as weak ties. Generally, all the ethnic groups had a mean score of 2, 
which indicated that they spend time socially with their colleagues ‗only a few times a 
year‘ (refer to Appendix B for the response categories of the frequency measures). 
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From Table 4.2, the Chinese and Indians have significantly higher mean scores than 
Malays. Therefore, this confirms Hypothesis 2 where Malays are more likely to spend 
lesser time with their weak ties compared to the other ethnic groups.    
 The lack of interaction with weak ties among Malays could stem from the 
possibility that they are unable to fit into the social culture of their workplace where 
colleagues often go out together after work. It is plausible that these social events 
could take place in food outlets that serve alcohol or non-halal food or may be 
inconvenient to perform their daily prayers (Lai, 1995; Stimpfl, 2006: 75). As such, 
these religious and cultural barriers may inhibit their social interactions not only with 
their colleagues, but also with their work superiors. 
 
Table 4.2: 




Test Chinese Malay Indian Others 
Strong Ties      
 Family 
(Range: 1 – 4) 
 




(Range: 1 – 4) 
 
3.31 3.27 3.34 3.37 Not 
significant 
 
Weak Ties      
 Work Colleagues 
(Range: 1 – 4) 
2.47 2.29 2.45 2.46 C > M* 
I > M* 
 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***  p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
 
4.2.3 Differences in Membership in Social Organizations among Ethnic Groups 
Following the classical work of Tocqueville (1961), many scholars have 
ascertained that people of different countries vary in associational memberships 
(Almond and Verba, 1963; Curtis, Baer and Grabb, 2001; Putnam, 1993). A major 
explanation for such variance is that individual behaviour is ―scripted by 
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institutionalized cultural frames‖ which are based on the political, religious and 
economic histories of those nation-states (Meyer et al, 1997). Schofer and Forcade-
Gourinchas (2001) argued that countries with high levels of statism have two main 
characteristics. First, the state constitutes a separate and superior order of political 
governance that derives much of its legitimacy from a well-developed bureaucratic 
elite as well as from a long history of authoritarian rule. Second, the state controls 
civil society through administrative supervision (2001: 811). In these countries, 
overall levels of associational memberships tend to be low.  
In the case of Singapore, the state displays the two characteristics of statism as 
described above. According to Pereira (2004), the People‘s Action Party, which has 
been in power since 1959, follows the ―ideology of statism‖ (2004: 2) whereby the 
state is considered to be above society (Koh and Ooi, 2004: 168). Koh and Ooi (2004) 
also highlighted that social organizations in Singapore are highly regulated — they 
have to be registered under the Societies Act and are subjected to close monitoring 
(ibid: 181). Given these socio-political conditions, it is likely that overall levels of 
associational memberships in Singapore are relatively low.    
Table 4.3 shows that half the respondents do not belong to any social 
organizations. Another 27.4% responded that they belong to one association while 
11.8% informed that they belong to two social organizations. The remaining 9.3% 
reported that they were members in more than 2 social organizations. This distribution 











Frequency Distribution of Number of Organizational Membership (n=1,512) 
Extensity of Membership Frequency Percentage 
Member of 0 organizations  779  51.48% 
Member of 1 organization  415  27.41% 
Member of  2 organizations  178  11.77% 
Member of 3 organizations     83     5.51% 
Member of 4 organizations     38     2.50% 
Member of 5 organizations     13     0.85% 
Member of 6 organizations       6     0.42% 
Member of 7 organizations       1     0.04% 
Member of 8 organizations        0     0.00% 
Member of 9 organizations        1     0.01% 
Total  1,512 100.00% 
*Based on weighted data 
 
Membership in social organizations is an indicator of weak ties. This is 
because memberships in these organizations are likely to offer opportunities to extend 
one‘s social ties and networks over the intimate ties that one already occupies, which 
in turn enhances the variety and richness of resources one may access (Burt, 2000; 
Lin and Ao, 2008). Furthermore, access to these contacts then may provide 
advantageous information for job search and other instrumental purposes.   
Despite this recognition of how organizational memberships can help one gain 
access to social resources, differences in terms of number of memberships are found 
among ethnic groups in Singapore. Table 4.4 reports that Others are the most active in 
terms of extensity of organizational membership, followed by Indians and Chinese 
and finally Malays.  
The media and state leaders have highlighted how Malays are comparatively 
insular and less likely to have comparable levels of social participation in relation to 
the other ethnic groups (Straits Times, 10/10/94; Straits Times, 30/01/02). In the 
aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, there was a growing concern that 
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Malay/Muslims were not participating enough in non-Malay/Muslim activities or 
organizations and made barriers between them and others (Suriani, 2005). Extending 
this, scholars have postulated that cultural barriers pertaining to religion may be a 
factor for Malays to shun social or formal events or simply attend events catered only 
for Malays in order to avoid this problem (Stimpfl, 2006: 75; Lai, 1995: 111). These 
could have an impact on the low extensity of organizational memberships among the 
Malays.  
Unlike the Malay community which is homogeneous, Mani (1993) detailed 
how Indian youths were less attracted to Indian social organizations. This is because 
Indian organizations tend to be religious and language affiliated and hence unable to 
come together due to these divisions. As a result, the lack of internal cohesion led to a 
growing disinterest in Indian social organizations (Lal, Reeves and Rai, 2010: 186). 
Instead, this diversity facilitated their choice of joining non-Indian organizations 
(1994: 805). Consequently, this preference enabled Indians to engage in a wider array 
of organizations and activities that were catered to the public in general.  
Concerning the Chinese, they have been politically active and community 
oriented through its clan associations, student unions and the Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce (Barr and Trocki, 2008: 6). This culture of formal organizational 
belonging could have compelled Chinese individuals to continue to be part of 
organizations which provide support and opportunities. Hence, organizational 
belonging may be recognized as a mechanism by which the Chinese could gain social 
or economic mobility.  
Many scholars associate the Eurasian community as Others and argued that 
historically, they have enjoyed high socioeconomic positions relative to the Asian 
communities and have been highly involved in civic life through memberships in 
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associations. This would then account for their high extensity of organizational 
memberships (Pereira, 2006). 
 
Table 4.4: 




Test Chinese Malay Indian Others 
Organizational Belonging      
 Extensity of 
organizational 
belonging 
(Range: 0 – 9) 
0.87 0.68 0.89 1.24 C > M** 
I > M** 
O > C** 
O > M*** 
O > I* 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***  p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
 
To sum up the findings from this univariate analysis, Chinese and Others 
occupy better SES positions than Indians and Malays in terms of education, 
household income and occupational status. Also, Chinese and Indians have 
significantly greater contact with weak ties (work colleagues) and join more social 
organizations relative to Malays. Hence, SES differences seem to correspond to 
variations in patterns of weak ties and organizational membership. To further 
elucidate on the above findings, I will conduct correlation analysis.  
 
4.3  Correlation Analysis 
4.3.1 Overview 
 Correlations between the variables used in this analysis are shown in Table 
4.5. Occupation is positively related to education, self-rated social class, being 
Chinese, having strong (both family and friends) and weak ties as well as extensity of 
membership in social organizations. It is negatively associated to age, being Malay 
and Indian as well as coming from non-English speaking households. Having weak 
ties is positively related with education, occupation and strong ties (both family and 
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friends). It is negatively related to age, being female and coming from non-English 
speaking households. Extensity of organizational membership is positively related to 
education, occupation, self-rated social class, not married and having strong ties. It is 
negatively related to age, being Malay and coming from non-English speaking 
households. 
 Overall, the main variables in the study — occupation, weak ties and extensity 
of organizational membership — are positively correlated to each other. To further 
explore the correlation patterns among the ethnic groups, I now compare their 




Pair-wise Correlation Matrix 
 E O SC C M I O A GF E MA ST1 ST2 WT NO 
E: Education 
 
1.00               
O: Occupation 
 
0.41*** 1.00              
SC: Self-rated 
social class 
0.13*** 0.19*** 1.00             
C: Chinese 
 
0.11*** 0.16*** 0.07* 1.00            
M: Malay 
 
-0.11*** -0.15*** -0.10*** -0.78*** 1.00           
I: Indian 
 
-0.05 -0.07* 0.03 -0.50*** -0.10*** 1.00          
O: Others 
 
0.02 0.002 0.004 -0.19*** -0.04 -0.02 1.00         
A: Age 
 
-0.15*** -0.20*** -0.26*** -0.05 0.03 0.02 0.03 1.00        
GF: Female 
 
-0.11*** 0.05 0.02 -0.03 0.005 0.03 0.005 0.09*** 1.00       
E: English 
 
0.24*** 0.22*** 0.19*** 0.06* -0.15*** 0.06* 0.10*** -0.12*** 0.005 1.00      
MA: Married 
 
-0.06* -0.03 -0.16 -0.08** 0.06* 0.05 0.003 0.62*** 0.09*** 0.03 1.00     
ST1: Family 
 
0.13*** 0.10** 0.13*** -0.03 0.02 0.02 0.004 -0.31*** 0.03 0.09*** -0.14*** 1.00    
ST2: Friends 
 
0.06* 0.09** 0.16*** 0.005 -0.02 0.01 0.007 -0.41*** -0.15*** 0.07** -0.40*** 0.24*** 1.00   
WT: 
Colleagues 
0.29*** 0.20*** -0.02 0.04 -0.05 0.001 0.002 -0.06* -0.15*** 0.07** -0.004 0.10*** 0.18*** 1.00  
NO: Number of 
Organizations 
0.17*** 0.07* 0.21*** 0.04 -0.06* 0.01 0.03 -0.18*** -0.03 0.23*** -0.10*** 0.09*** 0.18*** 0.04 1.00 
(Based on weighted values) 
*p <0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 (two tailed test) 
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4.3.2 Comparing Correlations among Ethnic Groups 
As discussed in Chapter 1, education is an important predictor of one‘s 
occupation. It is hence not surprising that the correlation between the two variables is 
very strong, especially in the Singaporean meritocratic state. However, when 
comparing the correlations across ethnic groups, Table 4.4 reflects that there exist 
categorical differences. Specifically, the correlation between education and 
occupation is significantly higher for the Chinese than the Malays. This means that if 
Chinese and Malays have similar educational levels, Chinese are more likely to have 
higher occupational status than Malays.  
Looking at Table 4.6, the correlation between family ties and occupation for 
Indians and Others is weak. This would mean that Indians and Others do not rely on 
family members when searching for jobs. As for the Malays, Djamour (1965) 
described the Malays as having strong moral notions in providing economic 
assistance to their kinsmen (1965: 47). As a result, Malays may turn to their kinship 
for job opportunities. For Chinese, guanxi (family) networks may still play a 
prominent role in Singapore society and hence could account for the relatively strong 
correlation (Bian and Ang, 1997). Nonetheless, I did not find any significant 
difference across all four groups.  
While the correlations between friendship ties and occupation for Chinese and 
Malays are insignificant, the correlation for Indians is positive and statistically 
significant. Many scholars have documented Indians‘ cultural heterogeneity and sub-
ethnic differences due to religion, language and region (Arumugam, 2002; 
Purushotam, 1998). Due to such diverse cultural backgrounds, many Indians would be 
inclined to ―cultivate a circle of close friends‖ who share cultural similarities with 
them (Barman, 2009: 10). Hence, this attribute could attest to the positive and 
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statistically significant correlation between friendship ties and occupation. As for the 
Others, I had previously ascertained that they have historically enjoyed high SES 
positions. People of high social status tend to have more friends in higher social 
circles than those from low social status, and these friends have better resources 
themselves (de Graaf and Flap, 1988: 468). For this reason, it is likely that Others can 
turn to their friends for good job information or opportunities. However, the positive 
correlation between friends and occupation for Others was not statistically significant.  
Table 4.6 also highlighted the strong and positive correlation between weak 
ties and occupation for all the ethnic groups except Others. As posited by Lin and Ao 
(2008), individuals receive job information in routine social interactions which is 
related to ―better returns in the labour market in terms of occupation, supervision and 
wage‖ (2008: 129). This is because this ―invisible hand of social capital‖ reverses the 
power inequality of the job applicant (since he has very little information about the 
employer or recruitment process) by providing the opportunity to mobilize personal 
helpers who give ―inside information‖. Therefore, there may be a possibility that 
having higher frequency of interactions with weak ties could be associated with 
higher status jobs, mediated by the increased potential of receiving job-related 
information. Although the correlation coefficient is higher for Chinese compared to 
Indians, Malays and Others, I did not find any statistically significant difference. This 
might mean that the effects of weak ties do not differ for the different ethnic groups. 
Finally, I found a positive correlation between the extensity of membership 
and occupation. Social capital theory proposed that memberships in these 
organizations are likely to offer opportunities to extend one‘s social ties and networks, 
which in turn enhances the variety and richness of resources one may access (Burt, 
2000; Lin and Ao, 2008). Hence, individuals who make ―strategic investments‖ in 
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becoming members in social organizations are expected to increase their social 
networks and access the social resources embedded in these networks (ibid).  Yet, 
Table 4.5 indicates only the Indians have strong and statistically significant 
relationships, but not for Malays, Chinese and Others. I had described in Section 4.2.3 
that cultural barriers might cause Malays to be an isolated ethnic group in terms of 
social or organizational membership. In contrast, Indians are relatively more inclined 
to participate in non-Indian organizations. Accordingly, this would enhance their 
opportunities in being involved in a greater number of associations. In doing so, this 
could impact on their greater access to better embedded resources and possibly 
attaining higher occupational status. 
 
Table 4.6: 
Compare Correlations among Ethnic Groups 
 
Correlation Coefficients with Occupation Ethnicity 
Significance 
Test Chinese Malay Indian Others 
Education      0.41***       0.25***      0.37***      0.35*** C > M** 
 
Strong Ties (Family)  0.11*   0.12* 0.01 0.07 Not significant 
 
Strong Ties (Friends) 0.08 0.04        0.23*** 0.23 I > M* 
 
Weak Ties (Colleagues)        
0.20*** 
       0.19***      0.19** 0.09 Not significant 
 
Extensity of membership 0.06 0.02        0.22*** 0.11 I > C* 
I > M* 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***  p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
 
 In sum, the descriptive findings have pointed to three main observations. First, 
the disjuncture between education and occupation highlights that there could be ethnic 
effects in a perceived meritocratic environment which valorises equality regardless of 
ethnicity. Second, contrary to Western literature, I found that strong ties are positively 
related to jobs. Kinship ties seem to be useful for Chinese and Malays while 
friendship networks help the Indians. Although kinship ties were not statistically 
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different among the ethnic groups, friendship ties benefit the Indians significantly 
more than the Malays. Finally, although weak ties matter for Chinese, Malays and 
Indians, I had ascertained that Malays have the lowest mean in access to weak ties. In 
addition, while Chinese, Indians and Others have greater extensity of organizational 
membership relative to Malays. Particularly interesting, being part of social 
organizations appears to significantly help Indians more than Chinese and Malays in 
getting higher status occupations. Therefore, regression analysis will be conducted to 
verify if these initial claims at the descriptive level are indeed significant. 
 
 4.4 Regression Analysis: The Impact of Weak Ties on Occupational Status 
4.4.1 Multinomial Logistic Regression: Comparing Middle Class and High Class 
Jobs 
 
Table 4.7 is the multinomial logistic regression evaluating the impact of social 
networks on occupational status. It compares the odds ratio of attaining middle class 
and high class jobs relative to low class occupations. Model 1 is the base model in 
which I controlled for socio-demographic variables. In subsequent steps, I added 
strong ties (Model 2), weak ties (Model 3) and extensity of organizational 
membership (Model 4). The last two models, interaction effects between ethnicity and 
weak ties (Model 5) as well as between ethnicity and extensity of organizational 
membership (Model 6) are tested.  
The base model shows that education, self-rated social class and coming from 
English speaking families are significant predictors of better occupational status. The 
findings support the effect of human capital (Becker, 1964; Chang 2002; Collins, 
1979; Ko, 1991) and the efficacy of social class background (Bowles, 1972; Blau and 
Duncan, 1967; Jencks et al, 1972). Individuals from English speaking households are 
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advantaged in terms of cultural and linguistic ability. In the case of Singapore, Lee 
(2006) demonstrated how the English-speaking were ―much richer, resided in private 
housing and worked as administrators, managers, professionals and technicians‖ 
(2006: 275).  
Being Malay or Indian decreased the odds of having middle class jobs relative 
to the Chinese. In addition, the odds decreased even further when inspecting the 
attainment of high class occupations. These results indicate that there is a low 
representation of ethnic minorities in higher status occupations, as I had ascertained in 
Chapters 1 and 2. Continuing with substantive comparison, females are more likely to 
get middle class jobs compared to males but it had no impact on the odds of achieving 
high class jobs. A possible reason for this could be middle-class jobs tend to be 
female-dominated white-collar office works while there may still be glass ceiling 
affects for females that prevent them from attaining managerial positions (Ko, 2002: 
210).   
Model 2 indicates that strong ties had no effect on higher status jobs. 
Controlling for the socio-demographic variables, Model 3 affirms that weak ties are 
significantly associated with higher occupational status. Specifically, every unit 
increase in frequency of interaction with work colleagues increased the odds of 
attaining middle and high class jobs by 28% and 72% respectively. Therefore, this 
signifies how in a highly meritocratic state like Singapore, weak ties matter and hence 
confirms Hypothesis 1. Next, Model 4 includes extensity of organizational 
membership. In the earlier chapters, I argued that being a member of many 
organizations may increase an individual‘s access to weak ties. However, the model 
shows no significant effect of organizational membership on status attainment, and 
thus Hypothesis 3 is rejected.   
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Interaction effects were added to test if certain ethnic groups benefited from 
increased accessed to weak ties. When interaction effects between ethnic minority 
groups and weak ties were added (Model 5), there were no effects for both middle and 
high class occupations. This finding shows that the effect of weak ties is not partial 
for any specific ethnic group.   
Finally, examining Model 6, interaction effects between ethnic minorities and 
extensity of organizational membership were included. Model 6 showed Indians were 
the main beneficiaries of multiple memberships in social organizations compared to 





Table 4.7:  
Multinomial Logistic Regression on the Effect of Social Networks on Occupation 
Variable Model 1 
(Occupation) 
Model 2 
(Model 1 + Strong Ties) 
Model 3 
(Model 2 + Weak Ties) 
Model 4 
(Model 3 + Extensity of 
Membership) 
 MC HC MC HC MC HC MC HC 
Socio-demographic 
Features 
        
     Education 3.19*** 3.51*** 3.19*** 3.51*** 3.09*** 3.33*** 3.06*** 3.50*** 
     Self-rated social class 1.45** 1.47* 1.44** 1.45* 1.53** 1.60* 1.52** 1.65** 
     Malay 0.50** 0.36** 0.50** 0.36** 0.50** 0.37** 0.50** 0.37** 
     Indian 0.52** 0.25** 0.53** 0.25*** 0.51** 0.23*** 0.51** 0.23*** 
     Others 0.67 0.31 0.68 0.31 0.65 0.29 0.64 0.29 
     Age 0.96*** 0.99 0.96*** 0.99 0.96** 0.99 0.96** 0.99 
     Female  2.73*** 1.39 2.81*** 1.47 3.14*** 1.80 3.16*** 1.72 
     Married 1.38 1.91 1.46 2.09 1.40 1.91 1.39 1.94 
     English speaking 2.41** 2.74** 2.39** 2.69* 2.37** 2.81** 2.32** 3.07** 
         
Strong Ties         
     Family     -     - 0.95 0.96 0.90 0.88 0.90 0.86 
     Friends     -     - 1.11 1.23 1.05 1.05 1.04 1.10 
         
Weak Ties         
     Colleagues     -     -     -     - 1.28* 1.72*** 1.29** 1.70*** 
         
Organizational Social 
Capital 
        
     No. of membership     -     -     -     -     -     - 1.06 0.80 
         
Interaction Effects         
     Malay*Colleagues     -     -     -     -     -     -     -     - 
     Indian*Colleagues     -     -     -     -     -     -     -     - 
     Others*Colleagues     -     -     -     -     -     -     -     - 
     Malay*Membership     -     -     -     -     -     -     -     - 
     Indian*Membership     -     -     -     -     -     -     -     - 
     Others*Membership     -     -     -     -     -     -     -     - 
         
N 1,039 1,039 1,037 1,037 1,032 1,032 1,032 1,032 
Adjusted R
2
 0.20*** 0.20*** 0.20*** 0.20*** 0.21*** 0.21*** 0.22*** 0.22*** 




Variable Model 5 
(Model 4 + Interaction Effects) 
Model 6 
(Model 4 + Interaction Effects) 
 MC HC MC HC 
Socio-demographic 
Features 
    
     Education 3.06*** 3.49*** 3.05*** 3.51*** 
     Self-rated social class 1.52** 1.66** 1.52** 1.66** 
     Malay 0.42 0.83 0.54* 0.42* 
     Indian 0.38 0.87 0.47* 0.10*** 
     Others 0.33 0.93 0.67 0.20 
     Age 0.96** 0.99 0.96** 0.99 
     Female  3.17*** 1.71 3.16*** 1.70 
     Married 1.40 1.92 1.38 1.92 
     English speaking 2.31** 3.05** 2.32** 3.11** 
     
Strong Ties     
     Family 0.90 0.87 0.90 0.86 
     Friends 1.04 1.09 1.03 1.09 
     
Weak Ties     
     Colleagues 1.26 1.78** 1.29** 1.70*** 
     
Organizational Social 
Capital 
    
     No. of membership 1.05 0.81 1.07 0.78 
     
Interaction Effects     
     Malay*Colleagues 1.07 0.76     -     - 
     Indian*Colleagues 1.13 0.63     -     - 
     Others*Colleagues 1.29 0.67     -     - 
     Malay*membership     -     - 0.87 0.79 
     Indian*membership     -     - 1.16 2.22* 
     Others*membership     -     - 0.96 1.37 
     
N 1,032 1,032 1,032 1,032 
Adjusted R
2
 0.22*** 0.22*** 0.22*** 0.22*** 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***  p < .001 (two-tailed test)
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4.4.2 Binomial Logistic Regression: Attaining High Class Occupations 
 The next step is to test the possibility of attaining high class occupations that 
are driven by individual choices for access of weak ties. Basically, I seek to 
investigate the social network characteristics of those who have high status jobs. In 
doing so, I utilize binomial logistic regression as it allows comparison between high 
class occupations (coded as 1) versus low and middle class jobs (coded as 0). 
 Based on Model 1, education remained an important predictor of attaining 
high status occupations. Interestingly, being Indian significantly decreased the odds of 
attaining high class occupations relative to the Chinese.   
 Model 2 reported no significant effect of strong ties on getting high 
occupational status. On the other hand, Model 3 confirmed that weak ties are indeed 
positively related to higher occupations controlling for confounders including 
education. This again provides additional support for Hypothesis 1. 
 Next, Model 4 incorporated the effect of extensity of organizational 
membership. Weak ties remain strongly associated with high occupational status but 
organizational membership decreased the odds (0.76*). This result suggests that 
contrary to the theory, joining many organizations does not necessarily translate into 
better job outcomes.   
Adding interaction effects in Model 5, frequent interactions with work 
colleagues among ethnic minorities do not bring added socioeconomic benefits. 
Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is rejected. Model 6 indicated a strong and positive 
interaction effect for Indians (2.00**), suggesting that Indians who join social 






Binomial Regression on the Effect of Social Networks on Occupation 




(Model 1 + Strong 
Ties) 
Model 3 (Model + 
Weak Ties) 
Model 4 




(Model 4 + 
Interaction Effects) 
Model 6 




      
     Education      1.42**      1.42**   1.36*     1.44**     1.44**      1.45** 
     Self-rated social class 1.10 1.09 1.14 1.19 1.19 1.20 
     Malay 0.60 0.60 0.63 0.63 1.25 0.65 
     Indian      0.42**      0.41**      0.39**      0.40** 1.56        0.19*** 
     Others 0.46 0.46 0.44 0.45 2.03 0.29 
     Age 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 
     Female  0.64 0.66 0.72 0.69 0.68 0.68 
     Married 1.58 1.66 1.55 1.58 1.57 1.58 
     English speaking 1.31 1.29 1.36 1.53 1.53 1.55 
       
Strong Ties       
     Family - 0.97 0.94 0.92 0.92 0.92 
     Friends - 1.12 0.99 1.06 1.04 1.06 
       
Weak Ties       
     Colleagues - -      1.43**      1.41**       1.48**     1.40** 
       
Organizational Social 
Capital 
      
     No. of membership - - -    0.76*    0.76*    0.72* 
       
Interaction Effects       
     Malay*Colleagues - - - - 0.78 - 
     Indian*Colleagues - - - - 0.62 - 
     Others*Colleagues - - - - 0.57 - 
     Malay*membership - - - - - 0.91 
     Indian*membership - - - - -      2.00** 
     Others*membership - - - - - 1.44 
       
N 1,039 1,037 1,032 1,032 1,032 1,032 
R-Square         0.05***          0.05***          0.07***          0.08***          0.09***          0.09*** 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***  p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
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4.4.3 The Usefulness of Both Multinomial and Binomial Logistic Regression 
 Examining the R-square values, multinomial regression seems to be a better 
model fit than binomial regression. Nevertheless, binomial regression elucidated some 
findings not found in multinomial regression. The most apparent difference is that 
binomial regression was able to highlight the negative impact of extensity of 
organizational membership on high status jobs. It was theorized earlier that 
organizational membership was a source of weak ties which would then increase the 
access to embedded resources. Yet, the results show that organizational memberships 
in Singapore have not been developed as a mechanism for status attainment in the 
labour market. In fact, this has got to do with the unique nature of organizations in 
Singapore — organizations that tend to be ethnic-based and welfare-focussed. This 
will be elaborated later in the next chapter. 
 
4.4.4 Summarizing the Results and Reviewing the Hypotheses 
 In the earlier part of this chapter, I had shown that Malays had significantly 
less access to their weak ties compared to Chinese and Indians. This finding supported 
Hypothesis 2. Employing multinomial and binomial logistic regression techniques, 
this chapter had shown the independent effects of social networks on status 
attainment. Specifically, I established that weak ties are indeed more beneficial than 
strong ties in getting better job outcomes, net of education. Model 3 in Table 4.7 also 
indicated that weak ties are more effective in attaining high class jobs than middle 
class jobs. Therefore, these outcomes confirm Hypothesis 1 that weak ties are more 
beneficial to individuals in attaining higher occupational statuses than strong ties. 
 Regarding Hypothesis 3, the regression models in Table 4.7 lacked sufficient 
evidence to support the hypothesis that extensity of organizational membership has a 
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positive impact on attaining better occupational status. Table 4.8 signified that joining 
more organizations decreased the odds of reaching high class jobs. Hence, this 
implied that contrary to the theory that extensive ties through organizational 
membership afford better opportunities for status attainment, it produced negative 
outcomes instead.  
 The addition of interaction terms were aimed at checking if access to weak ties 
and organizational membership advantaged or disadvantaged ethnic minorities in 
enjoying better occupational returns relative to the Chinese. While increased access to 
weak ties had no effect for ethnic minorities, the extensity of organizational 
membership was useful for the Indians only. As such, this meant there was partial 
support for Hypothesis 4 that given equal access to weak ties, the ethnic minorities do 
not enjoy better occupational returns than the Chinese.  
 
4.5 Concluding Remarks 
 The findings in this chapter were divided into two main parts. I first conducted 
compare means and correlation analyses to uncover the relations between social 
network and socioeconomic inequality among ethnic groups in Singapore. Following 
that, regression analyses served to clarify the descriptive observations. Accordingly, 
the multinomial and binomial logistic regression models validate how the frequent 
interactions with weak ties assist in the status attainment process. While extensity of 
organizational membership in general does not have positive socioeconomic returns, 
Indians were benefited by it. These results indicate that Hypothesis 1 and 2 were 
confirmed, Hypothesis 3 was rejected, while Hypothesis 4 was partially accepted. The 






DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
 
5.1 Weak Ties and Status Attainment in Singapore 
5.1.1 Efficacy of Weak Ties in a Highly Meritocratic Labour Market 
The main purpose of this thesis was to identify if and how social networks or 
weak ties can independently account for variations in occupational attainments among 
the ethnic groups in the Singaporean labour market. As discussed earlier, the 
Singapore meritocratic state places a high value on educational credentials in job 
attainment, which in turn naturally allows social mobility purely on the basis of 
individual ability (Chang, 2002; Chua, 2010; Ho and Chia, 2006).  
Despite this emphasis on education and individual diligence at work, this 
thesis has highlighted two contradictions in the meritocratic system that can be 
elucidated by social networks. First, social networks remain positively and 
significantly related to occupational status even after controlling for education. This 
evidence suggests that job contacts or weak ties can facilitate upward movements into 
high status occupations. In other words, social connections may play a hidden role in 
the status attainment process even in meritocratic Singapore. How do these weak ties 
work? 
Granovetter (1995) espoused that with weak ties, individuals are strategically 
placed not only to gain access to information otherwise unknown to them, but also to 
gain recommendations from employers, work contacts or business partners that may 
assist them in attaining higher positions in the labour market (1995: 45, emphasis 
mine). Getting more work contacts also had a direct effect on managers achieving 
early promotion and more bonuses (Boxman, De Graaf and Flap, 1991; Burt, 1992). 
In addition, without weak ties, one would be confined in certain types of occupations 
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that one thinks that s/he is suited for. Having weak ties help to highlight the extent of 
possibilities that are open to the individual (Granovetter, 1995: 17, emphasis mine). 
Thus, information, influence and opportunities that weak ties potentially provide 
would enable individuals to achieve better socioeconomic returns in the labour 
market.  
Secondly, I verified in Chapter 4 that the correlations between education and 
occupation varied by ethnic groups. In particular, the Chinese had the strongest 
correlation amongst all the ethnic groups while Malays had the weakest association. 
Consequently, this implies that ethnicity and their social network patterns can affect 
the status attainment process. Burt (2001) stipulated that well connected people enjoy 
better returns because social connections ―complement‖ the human capital effects 
differed by the levels of education and create a ―competitive advantage‖ for certain 
individuals or groups (2001: 32). In contrast, others of significantly fewer connections 
are likely to end up with lower positions in the labour market. 
 
Table 5.1: 




Primary Secondary  
Post 
Secondary University   
Chinese      
 Work Colleagues 
(Range: 1 – 4) 
2.06 2.44 2.73 3.06 S > P** 
PS, U > P*** 
PS > S* 
U > S*** 
U > PS* 
Malays      
 Work Colleagues 
(Range: 1 – 4) 
1.83 2.50 2.73 3.40 P < S, PS, 
U*** 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***  p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
 
Table 5.1 highlights how network patterns differed for Chinese and Malays 
across educational groups. Chinese university graduates have greater access to weak 
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ties relative to their counterparts with post-secondary, secondary and primary level 
education. The wider access to weak ties would then assist to create a competitive 
advantage for highly educated Chinese in gaining higher socioeconomic statuses. 
Unlike the Chinese, Malay university graduates do not have vastly different network 
patterns from Malays who have secondary and post secondary education which then 
reduces their potential of reaping higher socioeconomic benefits. Therefore, given the 
complementary nature between social capital and human capital as suggested by Burt 
(2000), the relatively smaller increase of access to weak ties by higher educational 
levels for Malays compared to Chinese hints at a plausible explanatory mechanism of 
ethnic inequalities in the Singaporean labour market.  
 
5.1.2 The Uniqueness of Organizational Memberships as a Source of Weak Ties 
Theoretically, extensive ties afford better opportunities for individuals to 
locate resources useful for instrumental actions (Lin, 1999: 483). Indeed, Chua (2010) 
had discerned that joining voluntary organizations were especially useful generators 
of social capital for ethnic minorities (2010: 72). Hence, individuals who make 
―strategic investments‖ in becoming members in social organizations are expected to 
increase their social networks and access the social resources embedded in these 
networks (Lin and Ao, 2008). However, this paper found that organizational 
memberships decreased the chances of attaining high class occupations. 
Western literature provides two possible explanations. First, although access 
to weak ties should facilitate access to better embedded resources, it does not directly 
translate into the use of these resources (Flap and Boxman, 1996; Lai, Lin and Leung, 
1988; Lin, 2001). Furthermore, business management scholars illustrate how there are 
certain skill sets in maximizing networks. In particular, non-verbal communications, 
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manners and certain practices like handing out name cards when meeting people of 
other social circles for the first time have an impact on mobilization of contacts for 
future actions (Kinicki and Williams, 2008: 494). Without proper skills or cultural 
capital (Bourdieu, 1986) and network-induced diverse knowledge (Erickson, 1996), 
access to weak ties may not be successfully converted into structural advantages for 
instrumental actions (Chua, 2010).  
Lin, Cook and Burt (2001) summed these ideas by suggesting that the 
cognitive recognition that there is a structural advantage to using social resources 
embedded in one‘s social network may make a difference in getting better 
socioeconomic payoffs (2001: 22, emphasis mine). Following this line of argument, it 
is possible that because the state continuously discourages the use of social 
connections in attaining social mobility, individuals in general are unlikely to 
recognize how social ties formed in organizations and the resources made available 
can actually assist in status attainment.           
Secondly, Wilson and Musick (1999) further extended the idea of active 
membership. To them, a mere membership status is insufficient because it implies that 
individuals are generally less integrated since they are less likely to participate in 
activities in the organization. Correspondingly, their propensity to build stronger 
social networks and utilize the embedded resources within them will also be lower. 
Following this research tradition, Ruiter and De Graaf (2008) argued that specific 
organizations provide better socioeconomic outcomes than others (2008: 2, emphasis 
mine). This is because the statuses of the social contacts matter in affecting an 
individual‘s occupational success (Lin et al, 1981: 1166). As such, quality rather than 
quantity of organizations may matter — being in certain organizations with a greater 
proportion of members in top positions may not only provide access to useful 
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information, but also possibly allow job seekers to get some instrumental assistance 
from such contacts.  
To test this idea, I reviewed the descriptive statistics on the types of 
organizations in Singapore (Table 5.2). It is observed that those who joined social 
organizations, regardless of their ethnicity, are likely to be part of religious, sports, 
cultural and welfare organizations. This finding was replicated by Ho and Chia (2006) 




Distribution of Organizational Memberships among Ethnic Groups (n=1512) 
Types of Organizations 
Percentage (%) 
Chinese Malay Indian Others 
Welfare Organizations   9.7   7.2 10.2 17.8 
Religious Organizations 19.6 16.7 26.1   8.2 
Cultural Organizations 15.0   8.1 13.2   3.8 
Youth-based Organizations   8.5   7.4   7.0 10.1 
Labour Unions   4.0   5.4   5.9   2.5 
Sports Associations 15.2 14.1 15.2 18.9 
Professional Associations   5.1   0.2   3.2   7.6 
Political Organizations   2.9   1.8   2.3   3.8 
Civic Society Organizations   2.7   3.8   3.2   7.6 
Others   3.9   2.9   2.6   3.8 
Not a member 50.6 58.8 47.8 44.3 
*based on weighted data 
  
Using education as an indicator of social status, Table 5.3 highlights that apart 
from professional associations, the average educational levels of members in all the 
other social organizations are relatively low and similar to each other. This shows that 
the potential of meeting high status individuals is not differentiated by the kind of 
organization one belongs to. Therefore, based on these descriptive statistics, 
membership in social organizations — irrespective of its type — may not advantage 
one in the labour market because the social connections created by participating in 
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these organizations and the available job-related resources they receive may be 
limited. Instead, these organizations may produce resources like social support rather 
than assist in enlarging or adding heterogeneity to one‘s social network (Wilson and 
Musick, 2003: 446). Further regression analysis would be needed to specifically 
check if memberships in particular kinds of social organizations have an impact on 
occupational status.  
 
Table 5.3 
Distribution of Organizational Memberships and Mean Educational Qualifications (n=1512) 
Type of Organization Frequency Percentage (%) Mean Educational Level 
(1-4) 
Welfare Organizations 144   9.5 2.2 
Religious Organizations 299 19.8 2.4 
Cultural Organizations 211 14.0 2.3 
Youth-based Organizations 125   8.3 2.0 
Labour Union   65   4.3 2.5 
Sports Associations 229 15.2 2.5 
Professional Associations   66   4.4 3.5 
Political Organizations   38   2.8 2.1 
Civic Society Organizations   45   3.0 2.0 
Others   55   3.7 2.2 
Not a member 778 51.5 2.0 
*based on weighted data 
 
Another unique feature of organizations in Singapore can also offer clues as to 
why organizational memberships are not effective mechanisms of status attainment — 
ethnic-based self-help organizations. I had mentioned in Chapter 2 that the PAP was 
committed to upholding the values of meritocracy and multiracialism. In line with this 
commitment, the PAP introduced a bureaucratic strategy of self-help associations 
which encouraged each racial group to ―take care of itself and its own members‖ 
(Chua, 2005: 187; Moore, 2000: 345). This ideology that each racial group is 
responsible for its own management and welfare has permeated the fabric of society; 
it has now become something of a normative assumption that members of a racial 
group should be the first line of support and assistance.  This strategic tapping of 
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ethnic-based support may have compelled people to feel a sense of obligation for his 
or her own community, which explains to some significant extent the high 
participation in welfare and religious organizations (Lai, 1995).   
Now, the intriguing question is that given the same level of accessible 
embedded resources available in social organizations, why do the extensity of 
organizational memberships are the channel for Indians to attain higher status jobs but 
not beneficial for the other ethnic minority groups?  
Mani (1994) espoused that Indian youths have the higher propensity to join 
non-Indian organizations instead of Indian organizations (1994: 805). This is because 
Indian organizations tend to be language affiliated and are unable to come together 
due to these divisions, which then goes against the logic of self-help espoused by the 
state. In so doing, this diversified their social circles in terms of ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status, thus expanding their access to various resources as well (Green 
and Brock 2005: 3). 
Recent migration patterns of Indian professionals who have acquired 
Singaporean citizenship (Arumugam, 2002: 340) have resulted in Indian organizations 
remaining relevant despite the lack of interest from local Indian youths. This is 
because many Indian organizations assist to form an important network of support 
structures for the new Indian Singaporeans to interact amongst themselves and other 
sections of Singapore society. Furthermore, these organizations provide the 
opportunity for professionals to meet other Indian professionals and expand their 
networks. These interactions therefore are professionally valuable for members of 
such organizations (Barman, 2009: 96), which could translate into the attainment of 
better occupational outcomes. Hence, the preferences of local Indian youths and the 
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relevance of Indian organizations for new migrants are able to offer clues as to why 
Indians seem to benefit from membership in social organizations. 
In Chapter 3, I had highlighted that cultural barriers pertaining to religion, 
such as eating in non-halal establishments or drinking, may be a reason for Malays to 
simply attend events catered only for Malays and join Muslim-based organizations 
instead of multi-ethnic associations (Stimpfl, 2006: 75; Lai, 1995: 111). In addition, 
media reports also raised concerns about Malays confining themselves only in 
Muslim organizations (Straits Times, 10/10/94; ST, 18/02/95; ST, 08/07/05). Looking 
at Table 5.1, the pattern of membership in religious organizations is similar for 
Chinese, Indians and Malays. In fact, the Chinese and Indians have higher rates of 
membership in religious organizations. This finding denotes that the issue of only 
Malays — but not the other ethnic groups — being confined in religious organizations 
is not as problematic as it was made out to be.  
In order to check why there is such discrepancy between the general 
stereotype of religious Malays and their relatively lower membership rate in religious 
organization compared to other ethnic groups, I turn to additional descriptive 
statistics. Apart from the questions on the frequency of interaction with family, 
friends and work colleagues, the WVS questionnaire also asked respondents to state 
how much time they spent with other members of religious organizations and people 
at sports clubs or voluntary organizations (Appendix B). Briefly, Table 5.4 denotes 
that Malays significantly spend more time with members from their religious 
organizations compared to Indians and Chinese. Also, Chinese, Indians and Others all 
have significantly more intense interaction with members from sports, voluntary or 
service organizations relative to Malays. Taken together, although Chinese and 
Indians reported high rates of religious membership, the contents of their social 
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interactions are fairly distributed across religious and secular associations. In turn, it 
follows that such diverse interaction patterns with a variety of social contacts may 
provide increased opportunities for accessing job-related information and influence. 
 
Table 5.4 





Test Chinese Malay Indian Others 
 Religious 
Organizations 
(Range: 1 – 4) 
 
2.00 2.71 2.55 2.81 M > C*** 
M > I* 
O > C*** 
O > I* 
 Sports, Voluntary or 
Service Organizations 
(Range: 1 – 4) 
 
1.86 1.70 1.88 1.92 C > M*** 
I > M** 
O > M* 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; ***  p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
 
On the other hand, Malays tend to keep thick social interactions with co-
members of religious organization whereas they invest less time and energy in secular 
organizations even when they retain memberships in them compared to those from 
other ethnic groups. Thus such qualitative differentials among ethnic groups in regard 
to the frequency of social interactions by types of organizations may then explicate 
why Malays are less likely to get access to social resources embedded in voluntary 
associations. 
Regarding Others, their ethnic-based social organizations provide support for 
their members especially in education in line with the self-help ideology. Table 5.1 
provides empirical evidence by showing their high involvement in welfare 
organizations. However, their focus tends to be on reasserting their ethnic identities. 
For instance, Eurasian organizations aim to preserve their cultural identities and 
accentuate their significant contributions to Singapore society (Braga-Blake, 1992: 
101). Arab organizations, especially among the upper-class and English-educated 
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Arabs, also attempt to maintain ethnic boundaries between themselves and the largely 
Malay-Muslim community (Lim, 1987; Talib, 1997). Accordingly, Others who join 
these organizations are less likely to attain socioeconomic benefits due to the nature 
of such organizations that emphasize the preservation of their ethnic and cultural 
identities. 
 Finally, regarding the Chinese, weak ties derived from joining social 
organizations may not be beneficial to them. Bian and Ang (1997) argued that in 
Chinese culture, weak ties mean less trust and obligation and therefore are unlikely to 
be useful in social mobility processes (Bian and Ang, 1997: 1001). Instead, guanxi 
networks — largely made up of family, kin relations or close friends developed in 
school or leisure activities — are more rewarding and durable because when one 
helps one‘s guanxi, one wins trust and the beneficiary is obligated to return the favour 
when help is requested (ibid: 985). Since weak ties are less likely to be useful for the 
Chinese, participating in social organizations are not effective for the Chinese to reap 
better socioeconomic returns.   
On a final note, it would be wrong to assume that all social organizations in 
Singapore are ethnic based. Table 5.2 showed that the types of organizations chosen 
by the ethnic groups were relatively similar. To further elucidate if either multi-racial 
or ethnic-based organizations are better sources of weak ties, more information would 
be required to test the efficacy of such organizations in facilitating higher 
socioeconomic payoffs.       
In sum, while extensity of organizational membership in general does not have 
positive socioeconomic returns in Singapore, Indians were benefited by it.  This 
shows that joining organizations is a channel for social mobility only for Indians but 
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not other ethnic minority groups, which then could account for their higher 
socioeconomic position relative to Malays.     
 
5.2 Summary of Chapters 
 In this thesis, I have sought to investigate ethnic inequalities in the 
Singaporean labour market. As stipulated in Chapter 1, the Singapore state strongly 
attached educational qualifications as the main pathway for attaining social mobility 
and improving one‘s labour market position. In addition, families play an important 
role in inculcating values in individuals that ensure meritorious socioeconomic 
performances. Accordingly, these two interacting factors indicate that those who are 
at the top are there because of their superior educational credentials while those who 
are at the bottom did not put in enough effort for their educational attainment. Hence, 
this has provided a compelling rationalization for the persistence of a labour market 
hierarchy among the ethnic groups in Singapore. 
Moving beyond the human capital and family status explanations that have 
dominated research, media reports and justifications by state leaders, I have aimed to 
add sociological insights into exploring how social networks matter in achieving 
occupational success in a highly meritocratic environment. Through Granovetter‘s 
(1995) conception of the strength of weak ties, I maintain that weak ties are indeed 
important for status attainment because they strategically facilitate the flow of 
information and opportunities that would otherwise be structurally unavailable in 
one‘s innate social networks. Weak ties are therefore useful for instrumental purposes 
because they allow one to access highly-valued resources embedded in resource-rich 
networks which then provide them with a ―competitive advantage‖ in the labour 
market (Burt, 2000). Pertinently, this suggests that for disadvantaged groups to get 
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ahead — such as ethnic minorities — having access to weak ties would be an 
effective channel for social mobility. While theoretically convincing, another line of 
social capital research has pointed out how ethnic minorities are disadvantaged with 
regards to their access to weak ties, have low quality weak ties and receive lower 
socioeconomic returns compared to the ethnic majority. As a consequence of weak 
ties deficit in ethnic minorities, ethnic stratification in the labour market is reinforced 
and perpetuated.  
In order to better understand why ethnic inequalities remain in today‘s context, 
Chapter 2 traced the historical developments that contributed to the economic order 
among the ethnic groups. Primarily, I showed that patterns of labour market 
inequalities among the Chinese, Malays, Indians and Others exhibited continuities and 
discontinuities across two main periods — colonial Singapore (1819 – 1959) and 
Singapore under the People‘s Action Party (1959 – present).  
During the colonial period, the British‘s divide-and-rule policy shaped 
distinctly ethnic-based occupational niches that corresponded with their ideology of 
inherent racial differences and this affected their mobility outcomes (Lee, 2006). 
Specifically, the Europeans, Eurasians, English-educated Indians and Chinese gained 
entry into the civil service due to their English proficiency while the Chinese-
educated Chinese and Indian traders controlled the commercial enterprises. On the 
other hand, the majority of the Malays were relatively left out of the modern economy 
and engaged in self-sufficient farming and fishing activities. Given these 
arrangements where each ethnic group specialized in different areas of the labour 
market, there was little competition among the ethnic groups. However, at the same 
time, these economic developments laid the foundations of a labour market hierarchy. 
97 
 
When Singapore gained independence, the PAP adopted multiracialism and 
meritocracy to counter the divide-and-rule legacy of the British by stressing equality 
of status and opportunity. The PAP‘s commitment to these two ideologies particularly 
affected the Malays and Eurasians. While the former were largely dependent on the 
British for low-wage employment and for the provision of education, the latter 
enjoyed privileged status during colonial rule. Under the PAP, the Malays did not 
receive additional assistance to compete equally with the other ethnic groups despite 
their low socioeconomic status while the Eurasians lost the privileges which they had 
enjoyed. As for the Chinese and Indians, they were quickest to take advantage of the 
rapid changes during industrialization. By establishing themselves in technocratic 
expertise and focusing on professional education, the Indians made considerable 
progress while the Chinese replaced the Eurasians at the upper echelons of the labour 
market.  
Having set the historical context, Chapter 3 detailed the use of the World 
Values Survey (2002) dataset on Singapore. Based on a random and representative 
sample of 1,512 respondents, I described the quantitative methods that will be utilized 
to explicate the variations in the status attainment process across ethnic groups in 
contemporary Singapore. This research question was divided into three key subareas. 
First, do different ethnic groups possess differential access to weak ties? Second, what 
is the impact of access to weak ties in attaining better occupational statuses? Third, if 
accessing weak ties do benefit individuals, are the socioeconomic payoffs similar for 
all ethnic groups?  
The objective of Chapter 4 was to answer these queries. Through comparing 
means and correlation analysis, I found that the categorical differences of 
socioeconomic status of the ethnic groups corresponded with variations in patterns of 
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weak ties and organizational memberships. More importantly, I revealed that Malays 
had the lowest access to weak ties compared to the other ethnic groups because they 
spent the least amount of time with their work colleagues and were less likely to join 
social organizations. Further analysis disclosed that weak ties were positively 
correlated with occupational status and that it was significant for all the ethnic groups 
and that organizational membership had a positive impact on occupational success 
only for the Indians. In addition, the mismatch between education and occupation 
more frequent on average in ethnic minorities highlighted the presence of ethnic 
effects even in a meritocratic environment. Such findings demonstrated that 1) there 
exists differential access to weak ties across ethnic groups and 2) social connections 
do play a role in the status attainment process in a highly meritocratic environment. 
 The second part of Chapter 4 endeavoured to solve the puzzle as to whether 
weak ties actually assist in attaining better occupational returns and if weak ties are 
indeed a channel for ethnic minorities to get ahead. Multinomial logistic regression 
provided strong evidence that increased interaction with social contacts through weak 
ties had a significant and positive impact on occupational status even after controlling 
for education. Further, access to weak ties was more beneficial in attaining high class 
jobs. I had earlier ascertained that Malays had significantly lesser access to weak ties 
compared to the other ethnic groups. Considering the results altogether, it can be 
inferred that weak ties matter for status attainment in Singapore and that the deficit in 
access to weak ties among Malays can help explain why Malays have lower 
occupational status compared to the other ethnic groups. Meanwhile, extensity or 
organizational membership had no impact on occupational status.  
Through binomial logistic regression, I checked if the possibility of attaining 
high class occupations were driven by individual choices for access of weak ties. This 
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led to three main complementary observations. First, consistent with the multinomial 
model, weak ties remained strongly and positively related to high class jobs. Second, 
on the contrary to the theory, the general effect of extensity of organizational 
membership significantly decreased the odds of attaining high status occupations. 
Finally, Indians enjoyed better occupational returns relative to the Chinese, implying 
that ethnic minorities — in this case the Indians — can still get ahead. 
 Thus, in a highly structured labour market, access to weak ties remained 
relevant because these social connections do offer informational advantages and 
provide opportunities to improve one‘s social mobility outcomes. Social 
organizations, which in theory, act as a source of weak ties, are unable to offer 
socioeconomic benefits in Singapore because of three reasons. First, Singaporeans 
may not be able to recognize how social ties formed in organizations and the 
resources made available can actually assist in status attainment. Second, the 
relatively low average educational level of members seem to indicate that social 
organizations in general may not be a platform to create good social connections with 
individuals with high social status. Third, Singaporeans tend to join ethnic-based 
organizations and such organizations may not be useful for adding heterogeneity in 
one‘s social networks. Nevertheless, the high rate of organizational membership 
among Indians and their ability to attain advantage from this could account for their 
improved socioeconomic standing compared to Malays. Overall, I reiterate that social 
networks, more specifically weak ties, can independently account for variations in 
occupational attainments among ethnic groups in Singapore when other confounders 






 This thesis was a preliminary study that sought to demonstrate the relevance of 
social capital in Singapore and was not without limitations. Addressing these 
drawbacks in future studies could enhance the contributions of social capital research. 
First, I recognize that the objective of the World Values Survey was not on social 
capital or social networks per se. As a result, the indicators I have chosen for this 
study can only be treated as proxy measures. Further, there may be some debate on 
the reliability of these social network indicators in determining higher occupational 
status as they may not be ideal measures of weak ties and their embedded social 
resources. Nevertheless, the social network measures I have used attempt to explicate 
how frequent interactions with weak ties and joining social organizations could 
facilitate, although not necessarily determine, access to better embedded resources 
(Lin, Cook and Burt, 2001: 13). Future studies in Singapore should look at both 
access and mobilization of weak ties to better explicate which has considerably more 
impact on the status attainment process. 
 Also, frequency of interaction and organizational memberships are not 
complete measures of weak ties. Other scholars have stipulated strength, density, 
extensity and the network locations all constitute other dimensions of weak ties (Lin, 
1999: 483). By adding these measures in the analysis, then the regression model 
might be able to elucidate greater variations and network patterns among ethnic 
groups which could enhance ethnic inequalities. 
 Finally, the results are from cross-sectional data. This therefore, raises the 
issue of reverse causality. For instance, does the frequency of interaction with weak 
ties result in getting higher status jobs or does higher status occupations provide 
greater opportunities for having diverse interactions with weak ties? Though limited 
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by the data to answer both questions in a distinct manner, I selected the former as the 
main research question. In conclusion, this thesis has achieved in showing a 
significant relationship between weak ties and occupational status. Future studies that 
utilize longitudinal data will be able to further check the bidirectional association and 
therefore make it possible to better understand how social networks affect social 
groups differently and whether it gives rise to stratification in the Singaporean labour 
market, controlling for the effect of occupational status on getting weak ties, a likely 
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Survey Question regarding Occupation 
 















Employer/manager of establishment with 10 or more employees 
Employer/manager of establishment with less than 10 employees 
Professional worker – lawyer, accountant, engineer etc 
Associate professional – teacher, nurse, technician etc 
Supervisory – office worker: supervisors others 
Non-manual – office worker: non-supervisory 
Foreman and supervisor 
Skilled manual worker 
Semi-skilled manual worker 
Unskilled manual worker 
Farmer: has own farm 
Agricultural worker 
Member of armed forces, security personnel (in non-supervisory or non-managerial 
positions 





Survey Question regarding Strong and Weak Ties 
 
I‘m going to ask how often you do various things. For each activity, would you say you do them every 
week or nearly every week; once or twice a month; only a few times a year; or not at all? 













Spend time with parents or 
other relatives 
1 2 3 4 9 
V28 Spend time with friends 1 2 3 4 9 
V29 Spend time socially with 
colleagues from work or your 
profession 
1 2 3 4 9 
V30 Spend time with people at 
your church, mosque, 
synagogue, temple, or place 
of worship or religious 
organization 
1 2 3 4 9 
V31 Spend time socially with 
people at sports clubs or 
voluntary or service 
organization 
1 2 3 4 9 
 
 
*From the above question, I recoded (1) not at all; (2) only a few times a year; (3) 




I‘m going to ask how often you do various things. For each activity, would you say you do them every 
week or nearly every week; once or twice a month; only a few times a year; or not at all? 






Only a few 
times a year 
Not at all 
Freqfam 
 
Spend time with 
parents or other 
relatives 
4 3 2 1 
Freqfren Spend time with 
friends 
4 3 2 1 
Freqcoll Spend time socially 
with colleagues from 
work or your 
profession 
4 3 2 1 
FreqRelOrg Spend time with people 
at your church, 
mosque, synagogue, 
temple, or place of 
worship or religious 
organization 
4 3 2 1 
FreqClub Spend time socially 
with people at sports 
clubs or voluntary or 
service organization 






Survey Question regarding Membership in Voluntary Organizations 
 
Please look carefully at the following list of voluntary organisations and activities and say... which, if 
any, do you belong to? (Code all `yes' answers as 1, if not mentioned code as 2) 
  Belong Not 
Mentioned 
V39 Social welfare services for elderly, handicapped or 
deprived people 
1 2 
V40 Religious organizations, e.g., church, mosque, temple. 1 2 
V41 Education, arts, music or cultural activities 1 2 
V42 Labour unions 1 2 
V43 Political parties or groups 1 2 
V44 Local community action on issues like poverty,  
employment, housing, racial equality 
1 2 
V45 Third world development or human rights 1 2 
V46 Conservation, environment, animal rights groups 1 2 
V47 Professional associations 1 2 
V48 Youth work (e.g. scouts, guides, youth clubs etc.) 1 2 
V49 Sports or recreation 1 2 
V50 Women's groups 1 2 
V51 Peace movement 1 2 
V52 Voluntary organizations concerned with health 1 2 
V53 Other groups 1 2 
 
 
*From the above question, I recoded (1) belong and (0) do not belong. I also 
categorized the 15 groups into 10 social organizations as shown below. 
 
 
Please look carefully at the following list of voluntary organisations and activities and say... which, if 
any, do you belong to? 
  Belong Don‘t Belong 
1 Welfare and health organizations (v39 and v52) 1 0 
2 Religious organizations (v40) 1 0 
3 Educational, arts or cultural organizations (v41) 1 0 
4 Youth organizations (v48) 1 0 
5 Labour Unions (v42) 1 0 
6 Sports and Recreational organizations (v49) 1 0 
7 Professional associations (v47) 1 0 
8 Political organizations (v43 and v44) 1 0 
9 Civic Society organizations (v45, v46, v50 and v51) 1 0 
10 Other social organizations (v53) 1 0 
 
 
 
